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Chapter One 

I 


I have everything I need. 

On the table before me lies a knife, a coin, a stick, and a 
goblet of wine. My robe is red, my tunic white; around my 
waist I wear a belt with a snake's head clasp. I am 
surrounded by roses and lilies. As I wave the wand in my 
right hand, and point to the ground with my left, I feel the 
flow of infinite energy passing just above my head. My face 
is as red as my robe. I touch my tongue to the roof of my 
mouth and breathe deeply, calmly. 

I recite the invocation, once, twice, ten times over. My 
breathing remains calm. I wait, eyes closed, surrounded by 
blackness. 

Wreathed in blue smoke, she appears before me, beckoning. 
My body remains still, breathing deeply, as I move forward in 
spirit. She is singing a song to me now, quiet and insistent. I 
cannot make out the words, but the melody is distinct and 
haunting. I approach her slowly and carefully, picking a 
deliberate path across the emptiness. Her song lilts and 
shifts as I move ever closer. I still cannot make out the 
words. 

All at once I stumble, and she is gone. My right foot attempts 
to step into the nothingness surrounding me, and catching 
myself just in time, I lurch backwards and lose my footing. I 
drop the wand, and momentarily return to mundanity, 
breathing heavily, sweating like a pig. My heart is pounding. 

I recite the mantra, and force myself to breathe slowly. 



Gradually, my heart rate recedes. I regain my calm, and pick 
up the wand, close my eyes, and recite the invocation again. 

II 


When the shift occurs, it is palpable. It is sideways, but not 
sideways, forwards, but not forwards. Motion here is at right- 
angles to all three terrestrial dimensions. Space is a different 
shape now; time merely another form of distance. Normal 
thought does not occur in this place, it is experienced non- 
linearly, washing over my mind in waves. 

I become a snake, and hiss, flashing my forked tongue. 
Somewhere in a different reality a human body continues 
sitting there, breathing deeply; it has some relation to me, 
but I cannot right now remember just what. My snake-self 
writhes and wriggles, and I force myself to concentrate on 
the second part of the invocation. 

Odd jagged shapes flash by me with leering eyes and 
gaping maws. I sense the hot breath of frustrated carnivores 
wisping around my nostrils, and I lurch forward, am plunged, 
spiralling into the depths of some vortex. The world spins 
and darkens. Everything is purple. Great gobs of material 
break off from my snake body and are dissolved in the 
purple darkness. I am reduced to a single point, spinning in 
a spiral pattern ever deeper into the vortex. 

Ill 

Now she comes towards me, shining, smiling, her arms 
outstretched to embrace me, her hair flowing in the wind. I 
sail towards her in return, crying with joy. Her eyes gleam 
with a strange light, and she vanishes all at once with a 
peculiar sigh. 



I am surrounded by a strange shimmering in blocks of gold 
and indigo extending to infinity in all directions. The blocks 
flip and shift with a logic all their own. There are larger and 
smaller blocks; each is gold on one side and indigo on the 
other. I am motionless, bodiless, hovering silently amidst the 
sea of blocks. They shift and flip, flip and shift. Occasionally 
one will grow and brighten here; occasionally one will shrink 
and fade there. There is a constant metallic tinkle, as of a 
wind-chime in light breeze. 

The chime grows more insistent and demanding. 

Though I try to ignore it, the waves of sound begin to strike 
me with the force of a thunderstorm, shaking me this way 
and that. I see the blocks begin to break up and crumble. My 
eyelids flutter and there is a momentary flash of unearthly 
orange light. 

I cough. I splutter. My eyes open, and the spell is broken. I 
am sitting on my chair and the phone is ringing. I am stoned 
and tired, and feel suddenly sick. I don't want to answer the 
phone, in case it is her. I dare not fail to answer the phone, 
also in case it is her. 

I answer the phone. 

It's her. 

Beth. 



"Hi," she says. "What you doing?" 
"Just chilling," I say. 



"Like fuck," she says, and I giggle. 

"Yes please," I mumble, but she doesn't hear. 

"Chilling," she is saying. "You don't know the meaning of the 
word." 

"True," I say, but she is still a step ahead of me. 

"So why don't you come over?" 

"Aw man," I say. "You live too far." 

"So do you," she says. 

There is silence. 

"Seriously," she says. "What you up to?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"What do you mean what do you mean?" Her tone goes 
sharp. "What you up to?" 

"Why do you ask?" I reply, suddenly defensive. 

"Ah forget it." 

Now I am intrigued. 

"No, seriously, why do you ask?" 

"Forget it," she says. "Nothing. I shouldn't have called." 

"Ah, don't say that," I tell her. "It's always good to speak to 
you." 

"Yeah well," she says. "I'd better leave you to chill, innit." 



"Huh?" I begin, but she has already rung off. 

Shit. 

I dial her number, and wait, endlessly, for the phone to be 
answered. Eventually she picks up. 

"Hi," I say. "What you doing?" 

"Just chilling," she says. 

"Can I come over?" 

"Sure. Pick up some wine, yeah?" 

"On my way." 


V 

I hang up and breathe deeply, looking around at the mess 
and squalor of my bedsit. I am still wearing the robes and 
tunic for the invocation, which feel suddenly heavy and 
uncomfortable. After carefully wrapping up the ritual objects 
from the table/altar, I change back into my customary jeans 
and t-shirt, and splash my face with cold water from the 
sink. 

Checking my pockets, I find just enough cash for bus fare 
and a bottle of wine. Alright. Let's go. I grab my jacket and 
leave the house. There is a light drizzle, cool on my face and 
neck. It is not warm, and I hesitate for a moment, halfway to 
the bus-stop, thinking about returning for my hat. Then I see 
the bus coming and start running headlong for the stop, 
cold and hats forgotten, arriving just as the bus does. 


I am too out of breath to say anything to the driver as I get 
on the bus, but the pound coin I place in front of him tells 



him all he needs to know and he answers with a click of his 
ticket machine. I grab my ticket and head shakily to the 
back row of the lower deck, the seat on the right, which is 
empty. The bus steams its way through the drizzle and 
evening traffic in a sea of wet headlights, and I loll in my 
seat, breathing slowly, watching the road. 

VI 

As Beth answers the door, I remember that I forgot to pick 
up any wine. She looks at me standing there for a moment, 
then says, "You forgot the wine." 

I nod. 

"Off-licence is on the corner," she says. 

"Back in five," I say, turning tail. 

There is a queue in the off-licence, and the place is small, 
arranged so that I have to push through the queue to get to 
where the wine is. 

"Sorry mate," I say, gesturing for him to let me past. The guy 
turns, and all at once I see that he is a she, skeleton thin, 
with bad skin, huge gaping eyes and a hideously toothy 
smile. 

The woman laughs and moves aside for me. "There you go 
darling," she says, and I suppress two involuntary shudders 
as I pass, first of revulsion, then of guilt. 

I stare blankly at the racks of wine for some moments, 
unable to read, until eventually my sight clears and I see 
there is nothing resembling anything from Bordeaux in this 
off-licence. I settle for Italian, a Montepulciano D'Abruzzo. 



Eyes bore into me as I leave, but I shrug it off and hurry back 
to the safety of the street. The wind whips around my ears as 
I clutch the bottle safely inside the blue plastic bag. It has 
started to rain, now, properly this time. 

By the time I ring Beth's doorbell a second time I am soaked. 

"Good evening," I say, as she answers it. "Come on in, the 
water's lovely." 

She giggles. 


VII 

Later, I am not lying naked in her arms between sweaty 
sheets, but parts of me are dearly wishing I was. Instead, I 
am sitting awkwardly in her other armchair, listening to her 
play me her new song, which, as it happens, blows me away. 
The chorus is catchy, the verses punchy, with a superbly 
unexpected and melodic middle bit. Her voice is sweat- 
stained silk splashed with whisky, the guitar by turns a 
hammer and a harp. It mesmerises me beyond my attraction 
to her, and my erection subsides. 

"Nice one," I say, as the song ends. 

"Ta," she says. "I could see you liked it." 

I blush. 

"So," she continues. "What were you up to earlier on?" 

"What do you mean?" I ask. 

"Well," she says, "when I'm sitting there just relaxing, 
listening to some music, and I get a sudden very strong 
sense that a friend of mine is doing something extremely 



stupid and dangerous, I kind of go with it, you know what I 
mean? I ring them up and ask what's happening. If I'm 
wrong, no harm done, and if I'm right, well, that's what it's 
for. You see?" 

I nod. 

"So what were you doing when I rang you. Chilling how?" 

VIII 

It takes me a long while to answer. 

"Chilling how?" she repeats. 

I finish my wine, which turns out to be the end of all the 
wine there is, and tell her about the robe and the tunic, 
about the invocation and the wand, about the mantra, and 
the knife, the stick, the coin and the goblet. 

When I finish talking, she is silent a long while. 

"Have you got any idea what you are fucking with?" she 
says, eventually. 

"What do you mean?" I reply. 

"These rituals," she says. "Do you know how old they are? 
And where they are from?" 

"I... uh..," I begin, but she cuts me short. 

"This kind of thing, you think it will work here, in the middle 
of a big city? People used to train their whole lives to 
perform these rituals. And then only the sacred spots would 
work, and then only at the correct time of the year, and then 
only with the proper purification beforehand." 



"But it..." I say, but she is having none of it. 

"You can't just smoke a spliff, read a book, and launch into 
invoking this kind of spirit straight away, any old how and 
where you like. No wonder I felt you earlier on." 

"Are you... what?" I ask, making no sense. 

"You got this out of a book, right?" she asks. 

"Yeah." 

She sighs and stares at the ceiling. 

"Man." 


IX 

She sighs heavily a second time. 

"I don't know where to begin," she says. 

"Look," I say. "I don't know what you mean by dangerous. It's 
not like I just smoked a spliff and read a book and did this. 
I've been doing my yoga, and the banishing ritual, and 
purifying and preparing myself. Lots of reading, lots of 
meditating." 

She passes me the spliff. 

"Still smoking I see," she says. "Still drinking too. How've 
you been purifying yourself then?" 


"Well," I say, and look down, embarrassed. "I stopped 
wanking." I mumble. 



"You did what?" she yelps, laughing. "Oh my dear baby boy. 
You stopped wanking? Whatever for?" 

I blush deep crimson. 

"I dunno. All the books seemed to say you need to. For a 
bloke, I mean. Otherwise you just lose energy." 

"You could always try looking after yourself," she says. 

"Huh," I reply. 

"You know. A proper diet, plenty of exercise. Go to the gym. 
That kind of thing." 

"Ah," I say, "that kind of thing," and she snorts with disgust. 

"That's your problem," she says. "You think you're 
indestructible, and that you can get away with not looking 
after yourself, but you're not, and you can't." 

"Thanks mum," I say, taking a long toke on the spliff. And 
cough. And keep coughing. And have to be slapped on the 
back and given a glass of water from the tap before I can 
breathe normally again. 

"Yeah, she says. "That's your problem." 

X 

Later, I am lying naked in her arms between sweaty sheets. 
She nuzzles my neck and giggles suddenly. 

"I'm glad you stopped wanking," she says. "It's nice to think 
you're keeping it all for me." 

"Mmm," I say, kissing the top of her head. 



"And you came really quickly in my mouth." she says. 
"Mmm," I say. "You too." 

"Well," she says, "it kind of turned me on when you told me 
you'd stopped wanking." 

"Mmm," I say, and open my eyes. 

I am on the night bus home, with a painful erection; my balls 
feel like they are made of iron, tight and heavy. I feel 
vaguely disgusted with myself, and vow I will not permit 
myself to lapse into fantasising about Beth again. 

I get home, roll myself a last spliff, put on a CD of ambient 
music, and set my alarm clock for the morning. In bed, I 
contemplate breaking my vow not to wank for as long as 
possible, but reject the idea as there are no tissues beside 
the bed. I take a last toke on the spliff, have a sip of water, 
and lay back on the pillow, willing my body to relax. I ought 
to be able to relax. 


After all, I have everything I need. 



Chapter Two 

I 

She is shining, blackly, the moon at her feet and stars in her 
eyes. Endless aeons stream from her fingers with the silent 
sigh of civilisations rising and falling. Her face is impassive, 
betraying no hint of smile nor frown. She is the sky, huge 
and silent, heavy with energies of infinite potential. Today 
the sun shined on her and she was still; later the moon came 
to worship at her feet and she sighed a song of pure joy. 

She is every kiss, every caress, every smile and every tear. 
She is the beginning and end of all flow, of all change. 
Mountains dance and skip at her behest, rivers dry up and 
are reborn. All songs praise her, all poetry is dedicated to 
her. She is the muse of all muses, the holy of all holies, the 
space of all possibilities. All dreams are of her; all wishes 
worthless without her. 

She is the paper on which all laws are written; her law is 
silent, unspoken. Nothing can be said without her, yet 
nothing may truly be said about her, for anything said about 
her is wrong. These words, for example, are all lies. Yet she is 
beyond truth, beyond lies - failure does not move her, nor 
does success bring her joy. She is the muse of all muses, the 
holy of all holies, and she shines blackly, the moon at her 
feet and the stars in her eyes. 

II 

I awake with a lurching feeling of endless inadequacy. 

What was it she had told me last night? Something 
important, something very deep. It was about right and 



wrong, a key to true living, with no regret, no error. We had 
both been stoned, both been tired, and wanting her but not 
wanting her I turned the conversation from sex to 
philosophy; wanting some third thing she had riffed easily 
and lazily on the subject of Truth for a while. It had washed 
over me in waves, by turms dousing and inflaming my desire 
for her. I could sense the rightness of her words by the shiver 
in my spine, but although I remember the shiver, even now, I 
still cannot remember what she had said. 

Only that I am clearly living wrong. 

Not only am I living wrong, it is Monday and I am late for 
work. There is no time for a shower, barely time to grab an 
oatmeal candy bar for breakfast and make a crazy dash for 
the bus stop. 

The traffic in the road outside is easing off now, giving a dim 
warning of how late I am. At the bus stop I check my watch 
only to find I had forgotten to put it on. No matter. My phone 
will have the time. I pat my pockets but have forgotten the 
phone too. At this exact instant I see the bus coming, and in 
the same instant realise exactly where my wallet is - still in 
the pocket of my other trousers, back at home. 

I am already late; there is no option but to be later still. 

Ill 

It does not matter too much that I am late. I am a temporary 
office worker, one of three, for the duration, hired in to 
perform a huge and mindless data entry task to clear a 
backlog. Although a strict record is kept of our arrival and 
leaving times, no-one has yet said a word to us about the 
fact that in two weeks, not one day has gone by without at 
least two of the three of us arriving late. 



We are temps. We cannot keep time. That is why we are 
temps. One week in an office here, two weeks in an office 
there. It doesn't really matter. We are not being paid enough 
to care. 

The tone is set by the first day, in which the first hours are 
always entirely taken up with having a desk found and a 
login set up. Eventually the task is explained to us - some 
huge algorithmic process of converting data by hand from 
one form to another in some minute segment of a huge 
database. 

It boils down to two piles of papers with numbers and names 
on. Each number must be typed in and each name verified. 
Next to the name is a code, according to which we must 
enter further codes. That is it. That is all. 

Twice a day someone comes over and asks us how it is 
going. We say fine. Then they look at the piles of papers, 
mutter to themselves, and vanish. 

The piles of papers were at least six feet high when we 
started. In two weeks, they seem, if anything, to have grown 
a little. It doesn't matter. We are not being paid enough to 
care. 


IV 

When I arrive, Baz and Joachim, the other temps, are already 
there, hunched over their terminals, typing away 
rhythmically. Baz hits the keyboard hard, like a drummer, as 
if he were deliberately trying to get the most percussive 
possible sound from each keypress. Joachim, on the other 
hand, types very quietly, as if he were trying to press each 
key with exactly the minimal muscle movement required for 
the keypress to be registered. 



I make a grunting noise that began as an attempt to say 
good morning and they ignore me entirely. I get coffee - 
sweet, strong, black - and return to my desk. Still silence. 
Bliss. 

Bliss though it is, it takes my eyes some time to adjust to the 
screen this morning, and I have to take my first few entries 
several times over each and very slowly. I can not only not 
actually read the screen at the moment, until I have had at 
least half the coffee, I cannot actually remember how to type 
either. To be more accurate, I can, but my fingers can't. 

Eventually my sight returns, my fingers warm up, and I fly, 
soaring, into the sea of numbers. 

v 


All at once Baz stops typing. 

"ENOCOFFEE," he says. A programmer's joke. All three of us 
are out-of-work computer programmers, which has amused 
us no end, given that it is hard to see why the task we are 
performing could not be replaced by a simple script. 

"Coffee. Yes," says Joachim without looking up. 

"Please," say I, making the error of looking away from the 
screen for long enough to be unsure what I had and had not 
typed. 

"Fuck." I say. 

Several seconds go by. 

"Shush," says Joachim softly. 



Baz returns with coffee, and we type away in silence for 
hours. 

Eventually, a woman in absurdly high heels totters over to 
us. She is wearing a short skirt and low-cut blouse under a 
jacket with padded shoulders, all curves and angles. Her 
face looks exactly like that of a mouse, only with glasses. 

"How's it going?" she asks. 

The three of us stare directly at her cleavage. 

"Fine," says Baz. 

"Fine," says Joachim. 

"Fine," say I. 

The woman nods, goes over to the piles of papers, and picks 
one from the pile on the left. She tuts at it, puts it back. 
Three pairs of eyes watch her totter off. 

"Fuck," says Joachim. 

Several seconds go by. 

"Shush," say Baz and I in unison. 

We continue typing until lunchtime. 

VI 

She is with me even here, even now. Is it her or Just a 
thought of her? And how could I tell? I sense her laughter 
and the flash of her eyes. Is she laughing at me or with me? I 
do not know. 



I wonder if she is feeling that I am with her, even there, even 
now, at this moment, and if she is wondering if it is really me 
or just a thought of me, and how could she tell? I suspect 
that she is not. 

"What are you doing here?" she asks, in a clear voice. 

I carry on typing, mindlessly. 

"Data entry," I reply in my thoughts, stoutly, but she does 
not speak again. With a shock I sense her leaving, and a 
sudden emptiness. Was that her or just a thought of her? 

I still do not know. How can I tell? 

VII 

"Jessica Fucking Rabbit," says Baz. 

It is lunchtime. We are in the caff. 

"Better than John Fucking Travolta," says Joachim. 

Joachim has a jacket potato with cheese and beans. Baz has 
a mushroom omelette and chips. I have egg, bacon, sausage 
and chips. Baz and I have tea. Joachim has coffee. It is the 
eleventh time in a row we have placed the same order. 

"That was last week," says Baz. 

"Enough," says Joachim. "I have news for you two." 

We pause between mouthfuls and nod. 

"I have written a short Perl script to replace us." 

He hands over a single sheet of paper. 



# !/usr/local/bin/perl 

# temp.pl 

use Some:.-Login:.System; # loginO, send() 
%data = { '01' => '32', 

'02' => '35', 

'03' => '70', 

'04' => '15', 

}; 

# log into system 
logInO; 

# munge files 
while(<>) { 

($number, $name, $code) = split At/, $_; 
verify($number, name); 
send(mungekeys($code); 

} 

exit 0; 

# TODO 
sub verify {} 

sub mungekeys {} 



"As you can see, it is not quite finished," says Joachim. 
"Brilliant," says Baz. "It won't work." 

"Why not?" says Joachim. 

"You haven't finished it," says Baz. 

"You are a very silly man," says I. 

"Plus," continues Baz, "even if you did finish it you'd never 
be able to test it with real data. Plus, even if you did actually 
do a test run with typed in versions of the data files, you 
haven't got a scanner system that can read those papers. 
Finally, even if you did all of that, you'll find there's no-one 
in that office who is remotely interested in the fact that we 
can all be replaced by a short script. They know that. They 
just don't care." 

"I know that too," says Joachim. "Otherwise I'd never have 
written the script." 


VIII 

"I too have news," says Baz. "Unlike you two lazy sods, I 
actually got in early this morning, and I discovered 
something. At quarter to nine a guy came in from the office 
over the way with two piles of papers, and added them to 
our pile. Didn't say a word to me. No acknowledgement, 
nothing. Anyway. We haven't been imagining it. It is getting 
bigger." 

"Fabulous," says Joachim. 

"Are we being paid enough to care?" I ask. 

They laugh. 



"Is anyone?" says Baz. 

"Oh yes," says Joachim. "Some of the people in that office 
are earning a lot of money. You can tell." 

"Do you think so?" says Baz. "I'm not so sure." 

He eats the last chip, and makes to pick up his cigarette 
packet. 

"Please," says Joachim. "I am still eating." 

"Joachim," says Baz. "I am no nearer or further to you than 
about three or four other people who are smoking. How will 
it make a difference?" 

Joachim finishes the last of his potato, and takes a swig of 
coffee. 

"I have finished now," he says. 

Baz lights up. So do I. Joachim makes a face and waves at 
the smoke in disgust. It is the eleventh time in a row that he 
has done so. It is the eleventh time in a row that Baz and I 
ignore it. 

"So the pile is getting bigger," says Joachim, coughing. 
"Excuse me." 



My phone rings. It is her. 

"Hi. I'm at work," I say. 

"I know," she says. "I was just ringing to tell you I can't see 
you tonight." 



"I didn't know I was seeing you tonight," I say. 

"I'm sorry," she says. "I'm really tired at the moment and I've 
got my mum coming to stay with me tomorrow, and..." 

"It's alright," I say. 

"What do you mean you didn't know you were seeing me 
tonight?" Her voice grows at once sharp and coy. 

"Um.. ah.." I squirm. 

She laughs. 

"Well anyway, it doesn't matter, since you're not." she says 
briskly. "I'll speak to you soon. Take care." 

She hangs up. 

"Take care," I say. 

"Take care," says Joachim in a sing-song voice. 

"Shush," I say immediately. 

"Shush," says Baz a second later. 

Joachim sighs. 

I sigh, even more deeply. 

Baz makes a noise like a foghorn and says "Fuck." 

"What was that?" I ask. 

"Oh, I just tried to make an even bigger sigh than either of 
you, but I fucked it up." he says. 



"You are a silly man," says Joachim. 

We type furiously for another hour or so in silence. 



She has no boundaries and no ends. She is the single 
answer to all questions. She is the same shape inside and 
outside. She is everywhere the world is not. She was never 
born, and can never die. Her spirit is in all things. 

She is the moon. 

And I am a wolf, howling. 

She is the wind. 

And I am a leaf, blowing. 

She is the sea. 

And I am the fish, swimming. 

She is the sky. 

And I am lost in her vastness. 

I am staring at the moon. 

The moon dissolves, and I am staring at a screenful of green, 
glowing data. Baz and Joachim are gone. It is five past five. 

On my way to the bus stop, I try to find the actual moon in 
the sky, but it is cloudy and I cannot find it. The bus is 
crowded, and the windows are steamed up, so I cannot see it 
from the bus. 



Later, at home, I lie on my bed, smoking, and staring out of 
the window. The window is facing the wrong way. I still 
cannot see the moon. 



Chapter Three 

I 

The phone rings. 

"Hi Beth," I say. "Happy Tuesday. I'm at work." 

"Congratulations," she says. "You didn't pull a sickle today 
then." 

"No," I say. 

There is silence. 

"Well," she says, "What are you doing later?" 

"No plans," I tell her. 

"Why don't you come over for dinner?" 

"I thought your mother with with you." 

There is a pause. 

"She is," Beth mutters, eventually. "Right here." 

In the background I hear an older version of Beth saying 
'Hello-oo' in a fruity sing-song voice. 

"She says hello," says Beth. 

"Tell her hello," say I. 

"So you'll come," Beth tells me. "Make it seven o'clock. Don't 
be late. Bring wine." 



"Uh..." 

"Ok," says Beth. "Got to go. See you later." 

"Er..." 

She hangs up. 

"Shit," I say. 

Baz and Joachim are oddly silent, but later, at lunch, Baz 
says, "So, that's quick work, mate." 

"Huh?" say I. 

"I mean, you only met this girl, when? Two weeks ago you 
said." 

I nod. 

"Meeting mother after two weeks? That's fucking quick work, 
mate." 

"I'd be careful if I were you," says Joachim. 

"Careful of what?" say I. "It's not like she's after my money or 
anything. I've never been so skint." 

"Just be careful," says Joachim. 

"Chance would be a fine thing," I say, by mistake. 

"You're joking," says Baz. "You mean you haven't shagged 
her yet?" 

I turn several shades of puce and mumble incoherently. 
"Ooohhh," says Joachim. "Is she religious?" 



"No," I say. "Well. No." 

Joachim falls silent. 

"Jesus," says Baz. "Just get out of it, mate. Don't go there. 
That's my advice." 

"Yeah, well..." I mumble. 

Baz shakes his head, and Joachim whistles softly. 

"Just be careful," says Joachim. "Be very careful." 

II 

I arrive at Beth's place at seven o'clock on the nail. This time 
I have remembered to bring wine. An older, taller version of 
Beth, huge and resplendent in a long green sarong, opens 
the door, beaming. 

"Hello," she says, in a voice so fruity you could bottle it and 
make brandy. "You must be Adam. I'm Dora. Beth's mother." 

Somewhere behind her Beth is still yelling, "I'll get it mum," 
then apparently banging an assortment of kitchen utensils 
with a drumstick. 

"Hi," I say to Dora. 

Beth emerges from the kitchen looking distracted and says 
'Oh." 

"Hi," I say to Beth. 

"Well," says Dora. 

"Well," says Beth. 



"You'd better come in," I say, somewhat by mistake, 
successfully adding to the existing confusion. 

There is a pause. Finally, Dora laughs. 

"It's like the old Goon Show," she says. "Close that door, it's 
cold out here. I suppose that would be well before your time, 
though." 

"Oh no," I tell her. "Spike Milligan was a genius." 

"Yes he was," Dora says, moving forward and taking the blue 
plastic bag I am carrying out of my hands. 

"Oh, Beth, look, Adam brought some wine. How lovely." 

She ushers me forwards into the house, where I am pressed 
into a sofa and forced entirely against my will to drink a 
glass from the already opened bottle of red wine. 

Slowly and deliberately, Dora raises her glass first to me, 
then to Beth. 

"Cheers," she says. 



All at once, Dora rises with a flourish. 

"I'll just go and check what's going on in the kitchen," she 
says, sweeping off. Beth sighs. I smile at her. 

"Hi," I say. 

"Hi," she says. 

"You alright?" I ask. 



"Fabulous," she tells me. "Excuse me." 

She too heads for the kitchen, and I am left with the distinct 
sense that Beth is a little stressed out by being around her 
mother. But I am not sure. Then again, I have no idea what is 
going on between me and Beth either. 

We met two weeks ago, both pissed, in some bar, and ended 
up snogging. I escorted her home, and she bid me goodbye 
on her doorstep, with one final long kiss and her phone 
number. 

Every time I've seen her since then, we've just talked. But 
really talked. Talked long, into the night, and then... nothing. 
Either we've both passed out, or I've made a late trek home. 

Maybe there's something I'm doing wrong, but I don't think 
she actually finds me particularly attractive. 

To be honest, I can't tell if I actually fancy her or not any 
more myself. Yet I've never met a woman with whom I've 
talked so much, and felt so close to, so quickly. 

There is no way I want to be meeting her mother right now. 
What is going on? 


IV 

Dinner is impressive - a superb onion soup followed by roast 
chicken, with couscous and steamed broccoli. The chicken is 
fat and succulent. I turn out to be starving hungry, and 
gobble my food down at a healthy rate. 


"So," says Dora, all at once. "Beth tells me you've been 
performing some kind of ritual invocation work." 



I nearly blow my mouthful of chicken and broccoli across the 
table. 

"Yes," I manage to reply, eventually. 

"That's interesting," says Dora. "May I ask what tradition it is 
that you are following?" 

"I beg your pardon?" I say, stalling for time. 

Dora smiles. 

"Perhaps Beth hasn't told you," she says. "I suppose there's 
no reason why she should." 

I shake my head, dumbly. 

"Let me explain," says Dora. "I am an ordained Archpriestess 
of Venus, in the tradition of Isis Myrionymous..." 

"Oh mum," says Beth. 

"... so I've performed an invocation or two in my time," Dora 
continues, unperturbed. "Beth doesn't like me talking about 
it, for some reason, which is strange, because that's the 
whole reason she insisted on inviting you over tonight." 

v 

"So," continues Dora, fixing me with clear eyes, "what is the 
tradition you are following?" 

"Well, er, no one particular tradition," I say. "I've read lots of 
bits of Bonewitz and Crowley and Golden Dawn stuff. Also 
chaos stuff, Robert Anton Wilson stuff, other stuff. I draw on 
all of it, really. Whatever works." 



She nods and is silent. 


"So you're not just completely making it up then," says Beth, 
in an exasperated tone. "Why didn't you tell me that 
yesterday?" 

"I did," I tell her. "I never said I was just completely making it 
up. You just..." 

"Well never mind if he's completely making it up or not 
completely making it up," says Dora, to Beth. 

She turns to me. 

"Only bits? Are you being modest, or have you really not 
done much reading?" 

"No," I say. "I mean yes. To be honest, there's been far more 
reading than doing. It's only recently that I started actually 
feeling ready to do anything." 

Dora nods and fixes me with a level gaze. "Well Adam," she 
says, "if you ever want to get involved with a group of 
people on a similiar path, let me know. I've been running a 
coven for more than twenty years now." 

"Mum," says Beth. "You're not Wiccan." 

"No dear," says Dora, "But we still call it a coven. For 
convenience's sake. If people want to think we are Wiccans, 
let them. There's nothing wrong with Wiccans." 

She turns back to me. "We're pretty much Goddess 
focussed," she says. "That may or may not be your thing. If 
not, we've got connections to other groups I could put you in 
touch with." 



VI 


"Thankyou," I say, "But I can tell you now I'm probably not 
yet interested. I've thought about this a lot, and I don't think 
I'm ready to get involved in any kind of group stuff yet. 
Maybe in a few months or a few years time, but right now. 

I'm just experimenting, just trying things out." 

"Well it's up to you," says Dora. "I can understand that you 
prefer to do these things alone rather than with others. 
Meanwhile, at the stage when you are just learning and 
trying things out, why not join with others who are also 
learning and trying things out? You will learn faster that way. 

"Also," she continues, "you can have a real live teacher there 
too, who can help you learn and help you try things out. 
That's better than a book." 

"Oh mum," says Beth. "Are you on a recruitment drive or 
what?" 

"No dear," says Dora. "You told me you were worried that 
Adam was doing things that might be dangerous, and that it 
was freaking you out, so I suggested that you invite him 
over and I'd talk to him. Now that I am talking to him, you've 
just gone all sulky on us." 

"Oh mum," says Beth. 


VII 

"Adam," says Dora. "What is your purpose in doing all this?" 
"I'm sorry?" I say. 



"What made you want to practise Magick? You must have 
realised by now that there's an awful lot of work involved, a 
great deal to learn, all kinds of things that you have to 
arrange, all kinds of restrictions you have to place on your 
personal life. What..." 

"Restrictions on your personal life?" I say. "There are? 
Damn..." 

"Oh dear," says Dora. 

"Well he's stopped wanking," says Beth. 

There is a silence, during which I blush furiously from the 
top of my head to the tips of my toes. 

"Oh good boy," says Dora eventually. "Most men usually find 
that the hardest part." 

Beth giggles. Dora beams. 

"So to speak," Dora continues. "But if you're doing that, then 
you've understood something very important, I think. Before 
you do anything else, you must learn control over your own 
energies. It's all about the energy, you know." 

"Yes," I say. 

"So think about it, Adam," says Dora. "I think some group 
work would definitely benefit you." 

VIII 


Beth goes to make coffee, and Dora sits there smiling at me 
from across the table. I feel a tingle on the crown of my 
head, as if my hair was standing on end. Dora's smile grows 



broader, and her eyes glint and flash with a deep, potent 
calm. 


"I don't think Beth has anything to worry about," she says, at 
length. "The mysteries have their own means of protecting 
themselves from those who are not ready for them." 

I am silent a long while, digesting this. 

"Do you understand the concept of ordination," says Dora, at 
length. "There are certain energetic states which cannot be 
learned, only prepared for. Once the aspirant is ready, the 
state can be reached only with the help of one who is 
already there. It must be passed on from person to person." 

"Oh," I say. 

"All religions have some form of ordination. All magickal 
groups, too. And others." 

"Ah," I say. 

"That's what the whole lineage thing is about," she carries 
on. "It's not just idle boasting. Take the Catholics, for 
example. They claim a lineage from the Pope that leads 
directly back to Jesus Christ himself. Many churches claim to 
be part of that lineage, in fact." 

"Um... I thought..." I begin, and falter. 

"That's why all the Eastern traditions emphasise the 
importance of the guru. You can do all the learning by 
yourself, you can begin to practise by yourself, but only the 
guru can actually help you pass through to certain stages of 
attainment. Doesn't matter what it is you are actually 
learning. It could be a martial art, or Tea ceremony." 



"Wha..." I say, but she is too quick for me. 


"A modern day equivalent might be driving. You can practise 
as much as you like while you are a learner driver, but you 
only get your license after the examiner ritually anoints you 
with the magic mark on his magic clipboard, and he'll only 
do that if you perform the Driving Test ceremony correctly 
for him." 

"Bu.." I say, but she is having none of it. 

"What you need, Adam, is a spiritual driving license." 

She fixes me with a clear stare. 

"That is," she continues, "assuming you really do want to 
learn to drive." 


IX 

Beth returns with coffee, and we sip it in silence for some 
while. 

"May I ask," I venture, "what it means to be an Archpriestess 
of... what was it again?" 

"An Archpriestess of Venus in the tradition of Isis 
Myrionymous," says Dora. 

"Yes," I say. 

"Well you may ask indeed, certainly. But I am under no 
obligation to give a complete answer. In fact, there are 
certain parts of it that I could not possibly explain to you, 
even if I wanted to." 

"Mum's just an old hippie," says Beth. 



"Thankyou, Beth," says Dora. "That's about right. I'm not 
sure what you mean by 'old' though." 


X 

"When I was about Beth's age," says Dora, "I ran away from 
home and came up to London. It was the Summer of Love, 
and there were lots of places where there were always things 
happening, stuff, you know, going on." 

"I now realise that I was incredibly lucky with the particular 
crowd I fell in with. When I look back, I see that lots of 
people were just doing it as an excuse to get into sex and 
drugs, and it didn't do any of them very much good in the 
end." 

"Nothing like that happened to me, though. My crowd were 
all into spirituality. We were sincere. Very sincere. Frankly, 
we were too heavy for a lot of other people, which is how we 
kept it that way." 

"It was all pretty chaotic for a few years, but when we finally 
got it together, some time in the seventies, and founded our 
temple, something happened. Something changed. It all 
became more real, if you like. A few people couldn't cope 
with it, and left, but those of us who remained became... 
well." 

She breaks off abruptly and stares at the floor for a moment. 
For an instant, she looks old, hawk-like, smaller somehow. At 
length she looks up again, and smiles softly. 

"There are some who try to become more than human, and 
there are some who try to build the kingdom of God here on 
earth," she says. "I'm still not sure what I think about that..." 



She breaks off again. 


"Learn kindness, Adam," she says. "Learn kindness, and all 
else will follow." 



Chapter Four 

I 

His face is huge, bright red, and snarling. He is shouting and 
yelling and screaming and moving forward at a rapid rate. A 
wild fire burns in his eyes and his nostrils flare. He is 
incoherent with rage, cutting a determined path through the 
endless folds of red cloth that all at once seem to surround 
him on all sides. 

At length he comes to a clear area and stops. Across the 
space from him there is a throne of stone, with ram's heads 
carved on each corner. Upon the throne sits an old but virile 
man robed in red, with armoured boots and a large golden 
crown set with diamonds and rubies. His long flowing hair 
and beard are white; in his right hand is a sceptre, in his left, 
a globe. 

The younger man yells. 

"What the fuck? What the blithering fuck?" 

The old man is silent. 

"You look fucking ridiculous. What is all that?" 

Still the old man gazes forwards, impassively, in silence. The 
younger man begins to shake, physically, and though his 
jaws continue to move, no further sound comes out. 

"Son," says the old man, in a rich, deep voice. 

The younger man falls to his knees. 



"Get up son," says the old man. "Get up. You do not need to 
kneel before me." 


The younger man rises, dumbly, quivering. 

"What are we to do with you, son," says the old man, 
shaking his head slowly. "What are we to do with you." 

As he speaks he raises his sceptre and holds it level, 
pointing directly at the younger man. A shaft of fiery red 
lightning shoots from the sceptre and hits the younger man 
directly between the eyes. He remembers no more. 

II 

When I finally get to work this morning, I am late again. This 
is now the twelfth day in a row I have been late. I arrive to 
find that Baz and Joachim are nowhere to be seen, and there 
is a sticky note attached to my monitor. 

"Please ring Rochelle at the agency. Urgent. 0208-555-1234" 

The note is clear enough. I get some coffee, return to my 
seat, and dial the number. 

"Permatemp Services Rochelle speaking, can I help you?" 
she says. 

"Hi Rochelle, it's Adam here," I say. 

"Oh Adam. Hello. Thankyou for getting back to me. How are 
you doing?" 

"Well, thank you Rochelle, and how are you?" 

"Fine thank you Adam. Now what's this I hear about you 
getting in late in the mornings?" 



"Your data entry rate is excellent. They are very happy with 
you. They want to keep you on there for another few weeks. 
But you've got to be there at nine o'clock in the morning." 

"Wha..." 

"They've decided they only want one temp, for the moment, 
not three. That's why Barry and Joachim have gone. But you 
must get in on time. Otherwise you're letting yourself down 
and you're letting us down." 

"I do apologise," I say. "Since no-one had said anything to 
me about it, I thought..." 

"Rubbish," she says. "You know what your hours are. Nine 
o'clock. Now, who is it you are reporting to?" 

"Um..." I have absolutely no idea. 

There is a name written on a piece of paper somewhere at 
home which I have lost, but whoever it is, they weren't there 
on the first day and have yet to introduce themselves. 

"It's Peter Chapman isn't it. Now I want you to go and 
apologise to him for having been late, and tell him you'll be 
punctual from now on." 

There is a pause. 

"Ok," I say at length. "Alright." 

"Thank you Adam," says Rochelle briskly. "Speak to you 
soon." 


She hangs up. 



Ill 


Peter Chapman. Who is Peter Chapman? I never met the guy. 

But across the way from the office I have been working in is 
a door with a large sign on it saying 'Peter Chapman'. 
Through the smoked glass window I can see a shadowy 
figure reclining in a large swivel chair. The figure is either 
resting its head on its hands with both elbows raised high or 
is wearing a huge Ming-style wing collar, and I giggle, 
shifting from foot to foot, wishing that had not occurred to 
me. 

I collect my thoughts and knock on the door. 

"Come," says a bored voice from within. 

IV 


"Hi," I say. "I'm..." 

"Good morning," says Peter Chapman. "You must be the 
temp. Barry, isn't it?" 

"Adam." I say. 

"Ok. Fine. Adam." 

He stares at me for a moment, and I stare at him. His suit is 
grey, but his shirt is dark red, and his tie is black. A bulldog¬ 
like monster with huge teeth, chains and an Iron Cross grins 
at me from his tie, a Motorhead pin done in black pewter. 

"Adam. Look. We've been happy with your work. But you 
haven't been in on time." 



He looks down at a print-out. 

"Nine thirty, nine forty-five, nine twenty, nine thirty, nine 
thirty... you haven't been in on time once yet." 

I stare at him. 

"We're logging all your keystrokes, you know. So we know 
when you've come in by the time you start typing." 

My jaw drops. He smiles. 

"You've been doing well on the backlog, though. We're 
pleased with that." 

"Th..." I manage. 

"So we'll keep you in for another week, and then we'll see." 
"Er..." 

"Thank you Adam." 

"I..." 

"Thank you Adam," he says again, and turns to his computer. 

"Close the door please," I hear, as I close the door behind 
me. 


v 

I return to my desk, fuming. Soon I am taking my anger out 
on the keyboard, hitting it much harder than Baz ever did, 
making the monitor shake from side to side and the desk 



itself vibrate. After a while the tips of my fingers begin to 
hurt, and I stop for a while. 

Then I remember they are logging every keystroke and I 
start again, trying to remember whether that is in fact legal 
or not, realising with a sigh that it almost certainly was, 
since we had had to sign some papers before this job 
started, on one of which we had agreed that our work could 
be electronically monitored at any time. 

Back then, Baz, Joachim and I had agreed that this was 
extremely unlikely to have meant they were logging 
everything we did. 

"There's no way they would be monitoring our every 
keystroke," Joachim had said. "How could they possibly store 
and use such totally pointless data? And why go to all that 
trouble Just for us?" 

"Perhaps it's not Just for us," Baz had said. "Perhaps they 
monitor all keystrokes on all machines as standard." 

"Yeah right," I had said. "Like a bunch of people who hire 
three temps to do a Job a three line script could do are going 
to do that." 

"Yeah," Joachim had said. "They barely have a network here. 

I don't think they're monitoring our keystrokes." 

Baz had nodded. 

"Joachim, I want to believe you," he had said. 


VI 



The morning passes as if in a dream. No-one comes to check 
up on me. I head to the caff for lunch alone, and sit there 
alone, feeling oddly conspicuous. The eggs are particularly 
greasy today, and the sausage is burned to a crisp. I begin 
farting before I have even finished eating, and lose my 
appetite. I end up leaving half of it, feeling vaguely guilty. 

As I am returning to the office, I see Peter Chapman coming 
along the street towards me. He sees me coming, winks at 
me, and says "Hello Barry." 

"Adam," I say. 

"See you later," he says, without breaking his stride. 

A minute more and I am back at my desk, sucking on coffee, 
emitting evil farts, and staring balefully at a screenful of 
data. The piles of papers to work through are taller than ever 
before, and there is a dull throbbing at the back of my head. 
My stomach bubbles. 

It takes me a long while to get into the rhythm of typing 
again. I am hitting the keys erratically, making many 
mistakes and beginning to find the green text on the screen 
annoying. 

Can I not change it to something else? 

There is a tab at the top marked 'Options'. I select it. 

Baboom. 'Colours...' thank you. I keep the black background 
but make the text orange. Much better. Much less annoying. 

I let it all go and steam forward into the sea of data. 


VII 



The darkness of space is all around me. I am suddenly very 
calm. I seem to be able to rotate in any direction I please, 
and to control my speed absolutely. I come to a smooth halt 
and survey my surroundings. Stars blink and flicker in the 
depths of the darkness, too many to count. I can make out 
nothing that I recognise. I don't mind. It is peaceful here. I 
can rest. 

There is a sudden howling whine as something flies past me 
at great speed; then two more. I catch a glimse of three 
shining dart-like objects flying away from me at a rapid rate, 
they bank and turn, and then a blue flash of light heads 
directly for me and hits me on the shoulder. I am shaking. 

I open my eyes. Peter Chapman is shaking my shoulder. 

"Barry," he says, letting go. 

"Adam," I say. 

"No, I'm Peter Chapman," he tells me. 

"And I'm Adam," I reply. 

"Yes. Adam. Sorry. Anyway. How's it going?" 

"Fine," I tell him. 

"Yes. I know that. Your log for today is very good. 100% 
accurate. Carry on." 

He goes over to the two piles of papers, picks up the top 
sheet from each, looks at them, tuts, and returns them to the 
piles. Halfway through the door he turns abruptly, returns to 
the piles of papers, swaps round the sheets on the top, and 
leaves without saying a further word. 



I keep typing. 


VIII 

How does he know my log is 100% accurate? It bothers me. 

Unless I am not the only one typing in this data. If there 
were two of us working on the same thing, or three, you 
could cross check our results and minimise the possibility of 
errors. Of course, if two out of the three temps made the 
same error, you'd have a problem, unless you already knew 
what the correct answer should be, in which case, why 
bother with the whole thing in the first place? 

It makes no sense. 

Unless, what he means by 'accurate' is something other 
than an indication that I have not made any errors. Perhaps 
it just means that Peter Chapman is not aware of my having 
made any errors. That would be it. Just sloppy language, 
nothing more. 

Not that any of this makes the job overall make any more 
sense. 

I decide not to let it bother me. 

The orange is annoying to me now. I change it back to 
green. Much better. 

I carry on typing. 


IX 

On my way to the bus stop I am distracted by the pub, and 
find Baz and Joachim in there, heavily ensconced in one 



corner behind a wall of empty pint glasses. 

"Adam," says Baz. 

"Alright?" say I. 

"We saw you go to the caff at lunchtime, mate," says Baz, 
"but we couldn't be arsed to move. We were already here. 
We'd been in the caff all morning." 

"Adam," says Joachim. 

"Hello Joachim," say I. 

"It's your round, Adam," says Joachim. 

I nod. 

"Guinness," says Baz. 

"Stella," says Joachim. 

"Guinness. Stella. Ok," say I. 

As I return with the beers, Joachim says, "So, they kept you 
on, did they?" 

"Yes they did," say I. 

"Strange," says Joachim. "I was faster at it than you." 

"How do you know?" asks Baz. 

"Well, it's this way. You used to get through twelve sheets a 
day, Baz"says Joachim. 


"Around that, yeah," says Baz. 



"Adam does about fifteen," continued Joachim. "And I was 
doing sixteen or seventeen. Every day. I kept count." 

"Maybe you weren't being so accurate," say I. 

"Maybe not." Joachim makes a strange face and smiles. "I 
was very bored. So I don't care. Anyway, tomorrow I have an 
interview for a proper job. And the agency says there is a 
new data entry job starting Monday, paying 50p an hour 
more." 

"There is?" says Baz. 

"There is. Only for one, though," says Joachim. "Did they not 
tell you anything?" 

"They said they'd get back to me," says Baz. 

"Good luck," says Joachim. "Remember, you must call them 
every day until they tell you not to." 

X 

Having intended to have no more than a quick pint then 
head for home, I naturally end up staying in the pub for far 
longer than that, and get pretty pissed. 

As we are leaving, a fight breaks out between two large 
blokes standing in the area in front of the doorway. They are 
pushing one another, yelling in each others faces, nose to 
nose, breathing heavily. 

Joachim tries to break it up, holding his arms widely apart as 
if to embrace them both and saying "Guys guys," but before 
either one even notices him, two even more burly men have 
appeared, one from behind the bar, one from in front. Each 



one grabs one of the fighting men, and swivels them round; 
then one by one they are shoved roughly out of the doorway. 

The taller of the two bouncers stands in the doorway and 
leans forward. 

"You two can fuck off," he yells into the night. "And don't 
come back." 

He turns back to face Joachim, Baz and myself, who are 
standing stuck in the doorway behind him. 

"Goodnight sirs," he says. "Safe journeys." 

We leave. 



Chapter Five 

I 

The bull-headed priest is leading yet another invocation in a 
language I do not recognise. Robed in red, wearing a 
complicated multi-tier headpiece, he stands facing us 
between the black and white pillars flanking the altar in the 
eastern wall of the temple. Raising a sceptre with a three¬ 
fold cross high in his left hand he emits a fluent stream of 
syllables from his mouth, and although I do not understand 
or recognise a single word, I can feel the potency of his 
oration, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. 

Two masked acolytes in flowery robes kneel before the 
priest; occasionally they seem to break in with an answer or 
to repeat the syllables he has just spoken. Along the north 
and south sides of the temple stand rows of people in masks 
and dark robes. They too intone certain syllables along with 
the priest. 

Along the western side of the temple stand two rows of 
people only in simple black eye-masks. I am one of these; 
Beth, standing next to me, is another. None of us have said a 
word since the ritual began, when we were required to put 
on our masks before being permitted to enter the room, 
having each been taught to repeat a special incantation 
before crossing the threshold. 

I look at Beth. Her masked face is utterly impassive, staring 
at the priest in his robes and buM's-head mask. She betrays 
no sign of emotion whatsoever, and I feel suddenly unable 
to so much as touch her hand. 


II 



I hadn't wanted to go out tonight, having suffered all day 
with an appalling hangover, but Beth had been insistent. 

"I really need you to do me a favour," she had said, the 
instant I had picked up the phone. 

"Anything." 

"I've kind of promised Mum I'd go along to this ceremony of 
her's tonight, but I really don't want to go on my own. Will 
you come with me?" 

I was silent a while. 

"Thing is I'm..." 

"Please, Adam. I've got to do this but I don't really want to 
and just can't... please come Adam. It won't be so bad. 
Plus..." 

"If it won't be so bad, why don't you..." 

"Just tell me that you'll come." 

"Ok, alright, so I'll come, fine." 

"O thank you Adam. It's not that it's so bad, it's just that 
most of the people I know there are my Mum's students, and 
it's kind of strange for me sometimes. That's all." 

"Ok. What, er, kind of ceremony is it?" 

"It's the Ritual of the Bull, a first grade initiation into the 
Mysteries of Earth. I think it's a load of old bull myself, but 
I've realised that unless I go to one. I'll never get Mum off 
my back about it. Can you pick me up at seven from my 
place?" 



"Ok, I'll see you then." 


III 

The priest has been passed an incense burner on a long 
brass chain, and has moved forward from the altar, wafting 
the smoke first north, then south, then west, then east. The 
smell of the smoke is fresh and pungent, and the 
atmosphere in the room grows unaccountably warm. 

I shift in my spot, suddenly uncomfortable in my mask. Beth 
feels it too, and suddenly grabs my hand in hers. I feel a 
warm rush of energy between us as we clasp hands, and my 
discomfort recedes. 

Now the priest is raising both arms towards us in a blessing, 
and speaks English. Of sorts. 

"By the powers vested in me by the Power of Taurus, by the 
crystals in my threefold head-dress, by the energies sown 
into my robe, by the spirit essence represented by my 
threefold sceptre, by the Keys of this Holy Altar and the 
sacred scent of the Eternal Censer, by the Acolytes of the 
North and the Acolytes of the South, and the two Temple 
Acolytes of the High Priest, by all the five hundred Holy 
Names I have chanted, each in their proper order with none 
omitted, nor any extra introduced, I, Archpriest of Taurus, 
now stand ready to bestow, impart and transmit the Secret 
of the Bull to all present who so desire to receive it." 

IV 


We form an orderly queue, and one by one shuffle forward to 
kneel before the Archpriest of Taurus, who is smearing each 



candidate lightly on the forehead with a little ash from the 
censer. 

Beth is in front of me in the queue, and does not seem 
happy about the prospect of being smeared with ash. Her 
forehead is wrinkled into a frown, but when it comes to her 
turn, she receives her ash-blessing with a small sigh and an 
oddly beatific smile. 

I am next. 

As I come to kneel before the priest, there is a strange 
expression in his eyes and he appears to hesitate for a 
moment. I relax myself as completely as I can, given that I 
am kneeling on a hard stone surface, and feel the hot touch 
of the priest's fingers on my forehead. Other than that I feel 
nothing. 

I stumble slightly as I rise, and one of the acolytes rushes 
forward to steady me. When I return to my place in the wall 
at the West of the Temple, Beth seems infinitely distant 
again. My hand hovers near hers but I am unable to touch 
her, as if some magnetic force is repelling me. 

Eventually, all the candidates are initiated, and the priest 
begins the closing chants of the ceremony, once again in 
some language that I do not understand. 

Finally, we are ushered out of the room, back next door, 
where, it seems, we are free to remove our masks and 
partake of the light refreshments laid out absurdly on a 
trestle-table at one end. 


v 



"Alright," says Beth. "We'll just hang around here for a while, 
say hello to Mum, then go for a drink. Ok?" 

I nod. I am not being asked to agree to anything here, just to 
accept it. To be honest, I could do with a drink. People are 
milling around shyly, sipping at fruit juices and staring 
blankly at biscuits. I am feeling completely vacuous and 
empty. 

"Ah Beth," says Dora, appearing as if from nowhere with a 
flourish of her long black robe. "There you are." 

She hands Beth a plastic cup of apple juice. 

"Now you must have some of this. Adam, you don't have 
anything to drink either." 

She hands me her own cup of apple juice, and goes to get 
more. 

"Well," she says, at length. "I never thought I'd see you here, 
Beth. And Adam, welcome to the Society of Mysteries. I hope 
you find much here that will interest you on your path." 

"Path," I say, dumbly. 

Dora stares at me for a moment as if I have two heads, then 
turns to Beth. 

"I'm so glad you did this, Beth. I can't tell you how grateful I 
am. I know you only did it to stop me nagging you about it, 
but I'm glad anyway." 

Beth smiles at her, a lazy, slow smile. 

"Well, thank you. Mum. You were right. It wasn't so bad." 



VI 


Just as we are about to leave, I catch sight of a man I half- 
recognise over the other side of the room. It is hard to get a 
good view of him, since he is surrounded on all sides by 
people in black robes. Finally I do manage to get a clear 
view of him, and while he does look incredibly familiar, I 
cannot for the life of me remember who he is. 

I nudge Beth and ask if she knows him. 

"Oh," she says. "That's Peter, the Archpriest of Taurus. He's 
kind of like a counterpart to Mum in the Society of Mysteries. 
I don't really know him at all, to be honest." 

I am still none the wiser. I don't know anyone called Peter. 

As we are making our way through the room towards the 
exit, though, he catches sight of me, and waves. 

"Barry," he says, coming over. "How unexpected. I didn't 
think I'd be seeing you here. Welcome." 

The Archpriest of Taurus turns out to be Peter Chapman. I 
should have guessed from the Motorhead tie pin. 

"My name is Adam," I mutter. "It's Adam." 

"You know him?" asks Beth. 

"Not really..." I begin. 

"Through work," says Peter. "Nice to see you here, Beth. Is it 
your mother's birthday?" 

"We were just leaving," says Beth. "Nice to see you, Peter." 



VII 


"Well," says Beth, once we are safely in the pub, "I 
thoroughly hated that. Sorry for making you do it, Adam, but 
I really needed someone to be there." 

"Ok that's ok," I say nonchalantly. 

"I can't believe you're temping for Peter Chapman at the 
moment. That's just such an absurd coincidence." 

"Yes." 

"My mother tries to tell me that this kind of thing happens 
all the time, but actually, it's hardly ever." 

"Well..." 

"So," says Beth. "How does it feel to be an Initiate in the 
Society of Mysteries." 

"I don't feel any more mysterious than before, I must say." 

She giggles. "Nor do I. I thought I felt something when he 
touched me, but..." 

"Well, that was probably him touching you." 

"No, I meant more than him touching me." 

"Oh." 

"Anyway. It seems to have gone now. You have to take these 
things with a pinch of salt, I think. Mum's happy at least, she 
can stop nagging me. Apparently it's really important to her 
that I'm at least an Initiate. Christ knows why." 



He does?" 


"Apparently." 


VIII 

Beth bids me goodbye on her doorstep with a big hug and a 
long, deep kiss. She would invite me in, she assures me, only 
she has to be up early tomorrow morning. This makes 
complete sense to me and I believe it. 

I stand at the bus stop, shivering slightly with the cold and 
with a strange mix of elation and deflation. When the bus 
arrives, it is empty, and I sit in my customary spot at the 
back of the lower deck, on the right-hand side. 

At the next stop, an elderly vagrant with long flowing white 
hair gets on the bus. He is carrying a can of beer in one hand 
and a plastic bag in the other, and I can smell him from the 
other end of the bus. Slowly and deliberately, he pays his 
fare, then marches all the way to the back of the bus, sitting 
down one seat away from me. 

He turns to me, and makes as if to speak, then winces as if in 
sudden shock. A new light comes into his eyes, and he leans 
forward towards me, conspiratorially, preferring the can of 
beer. 

"Do you want a drop," he asks, indicating the beer. 

"Oh, no thanks," I tell him, cheerfully. 

"It is the holy sacrament," he says. "Holy sacrament." He 
takes a huge swig from the can, and wipes his chin on his 
sleeve. 



"The nectar of the gods," he says. "Nectar of the gods." 

He leans towards me again. 

"Do you want a drop," he asks. "Holy sacrament." 

"No thank you," I say, more firmly. 

"Suit yourself then." 

He turns away, finishes the contents of the can, and belches 
with pleasure. 

"Nectar," he says. 


IX 

When I get home, I am exhausted, but find myself unable to 
sleep. Everything in the room seems alien to me - the 
bookshelf, the computer, the table, the dirty mugs in the 
sink. It is as if all of it belongs to someone else, somehow. It 
all smells odd and unfamiliar, and I have no memory 
whatsoever of how at least half of it got there. 

Since I can't sleep, I may as well make myself useful, and I 
find myself standing there at four in the morning, doing the 
washing up, and wondering if the noise of the running water 
and clinking utensils really is as loud as it seems to be. 

"I'm just stoned," I tell myself. "It isn't really that loud." 

But five minutes later, there is a banging on my door, and I 
answer it to find Alan, the bloke from upstairs, standing 
there in a dressing gown, looking dishevelled. 


"Look mate," he says, "I'm sorry to bother you, but could you 
leave your washing up until the morning. I'm trying to sleep 



upstairs and the noise..." 


I apologise to him, and he disappears into the night. I've 
finished the washing up by now anyway. 

X 

I am a bird of prey, soaring across great open expanses of 
brown earth on large black wings. Small bushes clump here 
and there across the flat landscape, but there are no other 
distinguishing features to be seen - no trees, no buildings, 
no mountains, nothing. The sun is relatively low in the sky, 
but is already harsh and hot in my face as I continue my 
flight. 

I catch an updrift and soar higher, faster for a while, then 
catch a glint of something shiny on the ground below, a little 
distance ahead of me. Instinctively I aim myself downwards, 
directly at it. 

As I approach, it shines and sparkles and gleams in the sun. I 
still have no idea what it is. As I grab at the object with huge 
talons, I feel a metal chain slipping over my leg and 
catching on my foot, and looking down a moment I finally 
catch a glimpse of the thing. It is the incense censer from 
the ceremony. I beat my wings and rise slowly, fitfully, the 
censer dangling perilously from my legs, great flashes of 
sunlight glinting from it into my eyes and making me squint 
and blink. 

But this body is strong, these wings are powerful, and I catch 
another updrift and soar once more, onward, upward, 
towards the sun. My beak opens and I scream and yell for 
joy, wordlessly and tunelessly. I soar onward. 



Chapter Six 

I 

The escalators at Holborn Tube station are longer than ever 
before, but I am late, and I take them two at a time. By the 
time I reach the top I am completely out of breath. I am 
dizzy, lightheaded. 

She is waiting for me just outside the entrance, tall and 
serene, stunning in her white scarf, long black coat and 
knee-boots. Her long blonde hair flows over her shoulders, 
and I gasp in involuntary shock, feeling my stomach twist 
inside me. Can this astonishing creature really be waiting 
there for me? 

I take a deep breath and move towards her; she turns, 
smiles, and, almost in slow motion, drifts into my arms to 
kiss me, then rests her head on my shoulders a while. Time 
stops. 

"Oh Adam," she says, eventually. "I've had such a shitty 
day." 

I hold her a while longer, stroking the back of her neck 
softly, until she pulls away, grabs my arm, and says, "Let's 
just walk." 

"Where are we going?" 

"I don't know. Let's just walk." 

We strike off in the direction of Tottenham Court Road, and 
the Friday night crowds grow stronger and thicker; the sense 
of tension is palpable, and the mixed aromas of aftershave, 
perfume, urine and chips seem to give everyone a 



permanent frown and a powerful urge to push through the 
crowd to somewhere clearer and cleaner, with less chips, 
less angst. 

But Beth seems quite at home here, navigating me skilfully 
past the milling throng by the tube station, across Oxford 
Street and up an alley. 

"There's a place here," she says. "It's not too bad I suppose." 



She leads me down a staircase to the smallest bar I have 
ever seen. There is barely space for three tables in front of 
the bar area, and most of the remaining space is taken up by 
a jazz trio, all of whom Beth seems to know. 

"Get some wine," says Beth, as the saxophonist puts his 
instrument down and extends his arms to embrace her. 

Deftly she sidesteps the embrace and grasps his right hand 
in hers as if to shake; with a practised grace he rotates her 
hand and leans down to kiss it. 

"Hi Darren," says Beth. 

"Beth," says Darren, smiling. 

The bassist and drummer smile and nod at her, without 
dropping a note or missing a beat. I am standing awkwardly 
at the bar behind her, suddenly invisible, desperately trying 
to fight back a wave of irrational naked jealousy. 

"What can I get you?" says a voice from behind the bar. 

"A bottle of house red, please," I say, after a slight pause, 
turning to face the counter. The barman seems incredibly 



familiar, but I just can't place him. 


"Certainly sir," he says, with just enough emphasis on the 
'sir' to make me squirm with embarrassment. "How many 
glasses?" 

He indicates Beth and Darren, who are engrossed in 
conversation - Darren has just whispered something in her 
ear that has made her double up in hysterics. 

"Uh, two please, I think." 


Ill 

"Darren is such a sweetie," Beth says, as we finally settle 
ourselves down at the last remaining table. 

"A fine sax player too," I say. 

"Yes," says Beth. She raises her glass and looks me squarely 
between the eyes. 

"Cheers," she says. 

I hold her gaze and raise my glass to meet hers. 

"Cheers." 

The wine is not bad at all, another Montepulciano, although I 
am already trying to forget how much I just paid for it. In a 
supermarket I'd expect to get three or even four bottles for 
the same price. 

"Cheers," I say again. "So, why was your day so shitty?" 

"Oh, nothing much," she says. "I just hate my boss, my 
colleagues, and the organisation I work for. That's all. I don't 



really want to talk about it. How was your day?" 

"Well, same old same old, really," I say. "There was some 
data. I inputted it. When I'd done that, there was more data, 
so I inputted that too. And so on, all day." 

She frowned. 

"I don't know how you can do that," she says. "I suppose it 
makes it easier that there's three of you there." 

"Oh no," I say. "The other two have gone now. It's just me." 

She is silent a moment. 

"That's awful, Adam. What about Peter Chapman? Did you 
see him today?" 

"No," I said. "Actually I saw no-one today. No-one but you." 

She laughs. "What, did you skip lunch?" 

"Alright, so you and the woman behind the counter at the 
caff. But..." 

She leans forward and places her forefinger on my lips. 
"Shush," she says, rising. 

"Let's dance," she says, as I rise to meet her, taking my 
hands and placing them on her shoulders. 

"O..." I say, but she places another forefinger on my lips and 
draws me closer to her in a slow-dance embrace. 

"Shush," she says. 


We dance. 



IV 


I am intensely aware of her breath, hot and sweet against 
my cheek, as we shuffle slowly around the tiny floor area. As 
we rotate I can see that Darren is barely able to take his eyes 
off her. All at once my eyes meet his, and I steel myself for a 
jealous glare, but his eyes are smiling at me as he plays. 

Beth holds me more tightly, and I lean back slightly in her 
arms to look at her - her eyes are closed, head held to one 
side. I brush her cheek with my mouth and she opens her 
eyes, raises her head and kisses me full on the lips, holding 
the kiss a long time. My penis stiffens awkwardly in my jeans 
and my balls ache. I feel a tingle run the length of my spine 
as our tongues touch. Millions of miles away a saxophone is 
going bezerk as we dance on, at once still and at once 
spinning, staring with mixed hope and fear into one 
another's eyes. 

With a crash of cymbals the kiss ends, and we separate, 
holding both hands, eyes still locked. 

V 

"You promised," says Darren, handing Beth the microphone, 
and in a second she has taken it and turned to face the rest 
of the bar, and I am sitting back at the table, sipping at the 
wine, barely tasting it, my mouth still numbed and in awe 
from the kiss. 

The band strike up an old slow tune, which I cannot place. 

"All of me," Beth sings. "All of me..." and her voice is huge, 
clear and powerful. I gasp involuntarily as the room begins 
to fold in on itself strangely. I can see nothing and no-one 



but Beth; I can hear nothing and no-one but her voice, 
though the words she is singing wash over my mind without 
sticking, and I cannot tell the difference between the parts 
with lyrics and the parts with scat vocals. 

The song ends in a flurry of applause; even the barman is 
clapping, and Beth returns to the table flushed and smiling 
strangely. 

"Wow," I say. 

She raises her glass to mine. 

"To life," she says. "To being alive." 

We drink. 


VI 

The bottle is finished, and Beth is hungry, so we leave the 
bar and head across the road and down the street to a small 
restaurant with a piano player. He also seems to know Beth 
and waves to her as we pass by him to our table, off in one 
corner, lit by a single candle set into an empty flask-shaped 
wine bottle. 

"It's such a cliche," says Beth, "but I do like this place." 

Soon we have another bottle of wine, and plates of steaming 
pasta are placed before us, conchiglie for her, fusilli for me. I 
have no idea what sauce Beth is having - something white, 
with chicken in it. Now I think of it. I'm not sure what I 
ordered for myself, though it is something tomato based and 
spicy, with anchovies, garlic and fresh basil. 

"I love this food," says Beth. "I love this place." 



I nod, filling my face with forkfuls of fusilli. 

"And Jack," says Beth, indicating the pianist. "Jack is..." 

She looks at her food for a moment and stops. 

"Jack is Jack," she mumbles, and looks at me in the eyes as if 
begging me not to ask her to go on. 

"He can certainly play the piano," I say, leaving it open. 

"Yes," she says. "He can play the piano." 

VII 

As we leave the restaurant I am struck with the thought that 
she can reasonably bid me goodnight at any point from now 
onwards, but instead she takes my arm, and we drift back 
across Oxford Street to the bus stop in a silent dream. 

Once there she turns to hug me and asks in a small voice if I 
will see her home. Of course I will, I tell her, and all at once 
we are kissing again, lost in one another's arms amid the sea 
of drunk Friday night partymakers, clasped together, riding 
above the waves of bitterness and jealousy beaming from 
each lonely eye among the singletons at the bus stop. 

The bus arrives, and by some miracle we get to sit at the 
front on the top, and watch through a cinematically large 
plate glass window as Central London slowly becomes North 
East London. 

"I'm so tired," says Beth, resting her head on my shoulder. 
"It's been such a long week." 


"Seven days of it," I say, and she murmurs softly, though I do 
not catch her words. It doesn't matter. 



VIII 


As we reach her door, she turns, saying, "You'd better come 
in," and although she makes a show of putting the kettle on 
and talking about coffee, she returns from the kitchen, takes 
me by the hand, and leads me firmly up the stairs to her 
bedroom. 

We kiss for a long time, and the awkwardness in my jeans is 
resolved by her hand opening my fly and gently pulling the 
constricting underwear downward. All at once she has pulled 
away from me, stripped naked in a whirl of dazzling flesh 
and discarded clothing, and has dived into the bed, hiding 
herself under the duvet, as if embarrassed. 

"Come," she says, and I strip off to join her, my heart filling 
my throat, desperately trying to hide the fact that my knees 
are no longer properly supporting me. 

In bed she a tiger, insatiable, scratching and purring by 
turns, as if hunting some invisible prey with infinite care and 
infinite patience, and I am lost deep in her arms, in her 
smell, in her body, breathing deeply, try to be calm, holding 
back a little here, being extra gentle there, trying to match 
her breathing with mine, and while her first orgasm is an 
obvious fake, the second one, seconds later, is surely real. 

So I tell myself as I too come, inside her, finally, shuddering. 

"I felt that," she says, with emphasis, smiling as if satisfied. 

I withdraw from her slowly, fumbling with the condom, which 
seems small and pungent and stuck to me uncomfortably. 


I kiss her forehead. 



"You are beautiful," I say. 
She is. 


IX 

I am lying back in a post-coital haze, watching her roll a 
joint, breathing slowly, trying to ignore the part of me that 
wishes to die right now at this moment now, when I cannot 
think of a single thing that could make the world better. 

"Hmm?" she breathes, turning to me a moment, then 
pushing me gently away as I try to kiss her, saying "Hang 
on," and expertly licking the sticky strip on the joint and 
finishing the job with a twist of the exposed paper at the 
end. 

She passes it to me. 

"You light it," she says, and I bite the end off, taking the 
lighter from her hand, lying back again and sparking the 
thing up in complete bliss. 

I pass it back to her, and sit up to kiss the back of her neck 
as she smokes. 

"Mmm," she moans. "That's nice." 

I kiss the back of her neck again. 

Soon we are making love a second time, more slowly, more 
gently now, before finally falling asleep entwined in one 
another's arms, breathing in step, for all the world as if we 
really were one flesh. 


X 



I dream I am flying, and there is a huge angel with an 
outstretched sword blocking my way. He has big hair, curly 
and auburn, the colour of autumn leaves, and his wings are 
red and vast. He is riding on a cloud, and I am forced to stop. 

"Hello Adam," says the angel. 

"Hello," say I. 

"Where were you before," says the angel, and vanishes. 

All at once I am surrounded by the inky blackness of space, 
and I feel an irrational fear gripping my throat and my heart. 
The fear rises and I begin to feel a real panic. I cannot 
breathe. I cannot even see. 

I wake up. 

Beth is still with me, entwined in my arms, breathing softly. I 
kiss the top of her head and she mumbles something 
meaningless in her sleep and twists away from me suddenly, 
shifting awkwardly across my right arm, which feels dead 
and tingling. 

I lie back in wonder and in awe at the great mysteries of the 
universe. How is it that such a simple thing as sleeping with 
a woman can make the whole world change so completely, I 
wonder, fumbling across Beth to reach the ashtray and the 
remains of the spliff we fell asleep before finishing. 

The world is a completely different shape now, for me. I light 
the spliff and smoke slowly. Nothing will ever be the same 
again. 

Blowing the smoke carefully away from Beth, I realise that 
this is the identical thought process I have gone through 
every single time I have ever slept with anyone for the first 



time, but I don't care. I am unable to wipe the cheesy grin 
from my face as I gaze awe-struck at Beth's astonishing 
body slumped naked across me. 

I sigh, and stub the roach out, not bothered whether I am 
able to sleep or not, praying this night will last forever. At 
length my eyes finally close, and I fall into a sleep more 
deep, more whole, than I can remember. 



Chapter Seven 

I 

I wake up pinned to the bed by my grin, but Beth is already 
dressing. 

"Get up," she says. "It's a lovely day." 

I look out of the window at the overcast sky, then back at 
Beth. She is lovely. I look back at the solid mass of grey 
cloud in the window. 

"Yes," I agree. "A lovely day." 

Beth disappears out of the door, and I hear water boiling. 

"Grey," I say, more loudly. "Overcast. Miserable. Lovely." 

I am answered by Beth performing paradiddles from the 
kitchen. 

"Dim," I continue, in a crescendo. "Dull. Heavy. Stagnant. 

"Grey," I yell, absurdly, as she returns with mugs of coffee; 
there is one white mug and one black mug. 

"You already said 'grey'." She smiles oddly. "And yes, it is 
grey and miserable - perfect weather." 

"Perfect weather for what?" I ask, bewildered, gingerly 
accepting the proffered black mug of coffee. 

"For me," she answers. "Like it or lump it. You wanted sugar 
in your coffee?" 


No, er, yes," I say. 



"Good, because I can't remember if I put sugar in or not." 
"Whatever." I sip gratefully at the coffee. 

"I want to see the sea," she says, after a pause. 

"Let's go to Brighton then." 

"How will we get there?" 

"I'll drive." 

A look of astonishment passes over her face. 

"You have a car?" 

It is as if it had never occurred to her that such a thing could 
be the case. 

"Yes," I say, stoutly. "I have a car." 

"But you always take the bus." 

"No, sometimes I drive. Sometimes I take the bus and 
sometimes I drive." 

"Oh." 


II 

"The thing is, Adam," Beth tells me, "no-one ever actually 
went anywhere. They're all still here. In one form or another." 

We are in my car, heading South. I say heading, though 
crawling would be more accurate. It is as if the entirety of 
the A23 is one long traffic jam all the way from London to 
Brighton, which, for all I know, on a Saturday afternoon, it 



may be. We've been in the car an hour, and are barely out of 
Streatham. 


"How do you know?" I ask. 

"I just know," she says. "It's not something I need to 
question. It's just a given." 

I am silent a while. 

"Look," I say eventually, "You can hardly accuse me of being 
a sceptic or anything, and I like to think that I'm open to 
different ways of looking at the world, but you are aware 
that..." 

"Yes yes," she interrupts. "It's not something that people like 
to think about. Though there are many more people in the 
world who believe it than you'd think. I mean, you've heard 
of ancestor worship, right? What do you think that's for?" 

"Uh..." 

"If everyone who has ever lived is actually still around, that 
changes everything. For a start, there's more of them than 
there are of us." 

"Jesus," I say. "There's six billion of us." 

"Yes," she says. "That's right. Six billion of us, and about the 
same amount again - slightly more, in fact, of..." 

"Of?" 

She looks out of the passenger window a moment. 

"Of them," she says. "Spirits." 



Ill 


"So how does that fit in with your mum?" I ask, somewhere 
in between Croydon and Coulsdon. 

Beth frowns. 

"How do you mean?" 

"I mean, you're clearly not that into your mum's temple or..." 

"I never said that." She cuts me off. "Please don't 
misunderstand me. The reason that I'm not one of my 
mother's most devoted disciples is... is..." 

"Is what?" 

"It's hard to say." 

"Ok." 

I watch the road in silence a while. 

"When I was small, and my parents were still together..." 

Beth begins, and then falters. "When I was little," she 
continues, "my parents didn't have much money. All they 
had was the temple, which they were living in, along with 
four or five other people." 

"Uhu," I say, to show I am listening. 

"When I was born, apparently, everything started turning 
around. They thought it was because of me." 


"They what? 



"Because of me. The temple received one or two large 
donations, more and more people started getting involved, 
they were able to open a shop, start selling books, candles 
and so on." 

"Ok." 

"And I got the credit. Or the blame. Until I was about eleven 
or so, I was practically worshipped by the whole temple. 

They set the whole thing up around me. As a goddess, of 
sorts. They used to dress me in robes and sit me on the big 
throne and give me sweets, and ask me questions, and 
whatever I said, they would take it seriously." 

"What happened?" I mumble. 

"I don't know, really. Things changed. The theology changed. 
My parents split up. The temple was closed for a while. I 
wasn't goddess any more. 

"That was fine, because it never felt right in the first place. 
Then, when everything started up again, I was too old. Or 
they no longer needed a live avatar in the form of a child. 

"Or they'd all finally grown the fuck up and realised that 
what they'd been doing before was a load of old shit. I don't 
really know." 

"Wow," I say. "Coulsdon." 

"But you see... eh?" 

"Oh, we just got to Coulsdon. Sorry. I am listening." 

Beth frowns. I make a mental note not to say place-names 
out loud while she is talking. 



IV 


Beth is silent a long while, staring out of the window at 
Coulsdon as it passes. 

"So that's it, Adam," she says eventually. "That's why my 
mother's temple... why I'm not one of her disciples." 

"Wow," I say. 

"I'm kind of resentful, really," Beth continues. "I don't think 
it can have been healthy for me at all as a child." 

"Doesn't seem to have done you too much harm," I say, 
instantly regretting it. 

"You mean I'm not just blatantly a weirdo," she says. "Well 
maybe not. I mean it doesn't bother me." 

"Right," I say. 

"How can it bother me to be treated as a weirdo now, when 
they've been treating me as a weirdo my whole life." 

"Right," I say. 

"I'm hungry," she says. "Can we stop somewhere and get 
something to eat?" 


V 

"There's the Little Chef," I say, as we pass it. 

"Oh never mind," she says, unenthusiastically. "I can wait till 
we get to Brighton." 



"It's not a long drive," I say. 

"No," she says. 

The A23 has become the M23, and the road has 
miraculously cleared for a stretch. I am able to take the car 
to speeds as fast as eighty miles an hour before the 
juddering starts to actually scare me. 

A clear road and a grey sky. I feel a weight lift from me as we 
pass the junction with the M25 ring road, and boggle at the 
lack of cars. 

"It's... usually blocked here. Wow," I say. "No traffic at all. 
Well, not traffic traffic." 

"Mmm?" she says. 

"It's great to get out of London," I say. 

"Mmm," she says, staring directly out of the window. 

VI 

By the time we get to Brighton it has grown dark, but we 
park the car on the sea-front anyway, and go for a walk 
along the pebbled beach down to the sea. I attempt to skim 
a few stones, and fail, miserably - they are too fat and too 
heavy. Beth stoops to pick up a stone, and sends it 
effortlessly gliding across the water. 

One... two... three... four... five... six... seven... 

The stone disappears in circles of ripples. 

She turns and laughs wildly. 



"Hah," she says. "Beat that." 

I attempt another couple of stones, but no matter what I do, 

I seem unable to get them to bounce more than once or 
twice. 

"You're crap," says Beth. 

"Thanks," I tell her. 

We walk up the beach a little way. It is growing dark, and 
clumps of hippies are clustered around fires on the beach. 
Beth stoops a second time for a stone, takes a few steps to 
the water, and sends it too skimming out of visible range. 

"That's how it's done," she says. 

"Thanks," I tell her. 

"You're just crap," says Beth. She hugs me affectionately 
then punches me on the arm, hard. It hurts. 

"Ow," I say. 

"You are crap," she laughs, taking me by the hand. "Let's go 
to the pub. You can't drink, because you're crap and you're 
driving." 

"Thanks," I say. "What pub? We're in Brighton." 

"Oh, this way," she says, leading me by the hand back up to 
the road and along, round a corner and into the backstreets. 


VII 


"You know Brighton well," I say, lost. 



"Oh yeah," she says. "Didn't I tell you? I used to live here." 
"Oh," I mumble. "When was that?" 

"Well," she says, "I more or less grew up here, to the extent 
that I grew up." She is talking without turning round, 
walking at a terrific pace. "My mum moved to London when I 
was thirteen. Then I came back here for college. Hang on." 

All at once she lets go of my hand and disappears into a 
pub. I am left standing in the street in complete amazement 
for a few moments, before I come to my senses and slowly 
start making my way to follow her in through the door. 

I meet her on her way out, and she takes me by the 
shoulders and spins me round. 

"No no," she says. "Not here." 

She pushes me forwards. 

"This way," she says. 

She leads me to a different pub, at the end of the street and 
round the corner. 

"Here," she says. 

We go in. Beth turns to me. 

"You can have one pint, can't you." 

She is telling me, not asking. I nod, and we are soon sat at a 
corner table with our pints, a Guinness for me and a 
Hoegaarden blanche for her. She raises her glass. 


"Cheers," she says. 



VIII 


We finish our pints. Beth looks at me. 

"You know what," she says. "I'm sure we'll be able to find 
somewhere to crash in Brighton tonight. Why don't you have 
another pint?" 

I go to the bar, and watch her making a call from her mobile. 
By the time I return with the drinks we are joined by two 
very tall, very stoned people in ponytailed dreadlocks, who 
Beth introduces as Jason and Annie. 

Jason meanders over to the bar as I sit down with the drinks, 
and Annie stands there beaming at Beth with huge stoned 
eyes. 

"Wow," says Annie. 

"Hey," says Beth. "Sit down, you're making me tired Just 
looking at you." 

Annie sits down. 

"It's so good to see you, Beth." 

"Good to see you too, Annie," says Beth. "How's things?" 
"Yeah, things are good," says Annie. 

"And how's Spud?" says Beth. 

Annie laughs. "Oh, Spud. Yeah, mad as ever. Haven't seen 
him for a while actually. Last I heard he was off to New York 
for some gig, but I don't know what happened." 


Jason returns with the drinks. 



"New York?" he says. "Who's in New York?" 

"Spud," says Annie. 

"Oh no," says Jason. "No became back from New York." 

IX 

I am at some kind of club. We, I should say, are at some kind 
of club. I have had some kind of pill. I am not sure what it 
was. Jason had them - we all had one each. 

I am not feeling great. I have a bottle of water, which I am 
sipping from regularly. The club is heaving with sweaty 
dancing people. I don't know what this music is but I don't 
like it. Or maybe it's just me. 

Somewhere in amongst them are my friends, Beth, Annie, 
and Jason. I cannot see them anywhere. I find a spot to sit 
down. 

My head is throbbing. The music also is throbbing. I wish my 
head would at least throb in time to the music. It does not. I 
have to go somewhere else. 

Standing is not ever so easy, but I manage it, with the aid of 
a passing pair of angels in light blue costumes who grab an 
elbow each as I stagger to my feet and stumble awkwardly 
in the flickering light show. 

"You alright mate?" they bellow, one in each ear. 

"Oh yeah," I mumble. 

"Chill out room's over there mate," one of them informs me, 
indicating a direction. 



I follow his finger and pass through a narrow corridor into a 
much quieter room, with incense, cushions, and ambient 
bleepy music. There is a free cushion in one corner. I recline 
on it, lighting a cigarette with fumbling hands. 

Heaven. 


X 

I am flying through the inky blackness of space, in a vehicle 
drawn by what looks like a pair of space-swimming fish, a 
sea of stars flickering in the distance about us on all sides. 

I am wearing a large white badge with a red wheel on it, and 
in my right hand is a golden wand. On my head is a crown 
set with a single jewel, and my chest is hung heavy with a 
breastplate set with crystals. The crystals are pulsating like 
the lights on the front of a computer, and I am, for some 
reason, extremely scared. 

A crystal ball with wings appears from nowhere and lands at 
my feet; the ball is singing something over and over, but I 
do not catch the words. They calm me down, however, and 
all at once I know what to do. 

Slowly I remove the large white badge, and hold it out in my 
left hand, towards the ball. 

The ball raises its wings, and all at once starts flapping them 
at an enormous rate, like a hummingbird, and as it raises up 
off the floor, I see it is not crystal at all, but hollow, paper 
thin, made of some crystalline transparent substance, light 
as anything. 


The ball extends a pair of clawed feet and grabbing the 
badge, it rips it from me in one swift motion, then soars 



above and behind me at great speed. I twist to follow its 
path but the thing is gone, and the badge with it. 

I am struck with the sense that I have fucked up. 



Chapter Eight 

I 

I wake up without the slightest idea who or where I am. I am 
lying on a sofa of some sort, covered with a blanket. The 
ceiling in this room is very high, and covered in some kind of 
pipework. It is cold. 

I sit up slowly, and clutch at my throbbing head. Where the 
hell am I? 

It is a large room, some kind of open warehouse space, with 
tables, settees, desks, racks of clothing, cardboard boxes 
and an assortment of what looks like a bunch of random 
stage props scattered at random. 

There seems to be no-one around. 

I get to my feet awkwardly, scanning the place for 
something resembling a kitchen, or at least a sink. There, 
over to one side, behind that curtain. A kitchen. Yes. A 
kettle. A sink. Tea. 

Thank god. 

I wash up a mug and make tea, slowly feeling bits of my 
brain kick back into action. 

Where is Beth? Where is... whatever their names are. Jason 
and Thingy. Annie. Whoever. Anyone. 

I look around for a note, but there is nothing. Two people 
seem to live here; someone else slept on one of the other 
sofas last night, and my jacket has been folded neatly at the 



foot of the sofa I was sleeping on. Other than that, there are 
no clues. 


I check my mobile phone. Nothing. No reception, either. I 
wander around in a random walk staring fixedly at the 
phone, holding it at different heights and angles, but it 
makes no difference. The thing is useless in here. 

I finish my tea, put my jacket on, and formulate a plan. I will 
take the phone, and go somewhere where there is reception. 
Then I will phone someone and ask what day it is and where 
I am. 

Or something. 



The door of the warehouse locks behind me with a solid 
finality, and I am precipitated into a steep concrete stairwell 
smelling vaguely of piss. 

The first thing I see when I leave the building is my car 
parked directly outside. There is a note pinned under the 
windscreen wipers. 

"Dear Adam," it says. 

"Hope you slept well. We've gone to town for the afternoon, 
maybe see you later. Beth had to go - she says to call her, 

"Best, Annie" 

Fabulous. 

So I'm somewhere in Brighton. It was Saturday that we came 
to Brighton, so today must be Sunday. 



I get in the car and try to call Beth, but there is no reply. Her 
phone seems to be turned off. On impulse I check the date 
on the phone, and find yes, it is indeed Sunday. 

Ok. 

Now what? 

Right now I appear to be in the middle of nowhere, so the 
first thing to do is probably to start driving. 

I start driving. 


Ill 

Once I am on the road, I find a signpost marked 'London' 
almost immediately. The next thing I know, I am back on the 
A23 heading north, telling myself that I will call Beth when I 
get to London. 

I mean, she obviously wasn't expecting me to stay in 
Brighton, was she? She was the one who buggered off 
somewhere without saying where she was going. 

The more I think about it the less certain I am that I am 
doing the right thing. Then I remember that the note said 
she had 'gone home'. That's alright then. 

I drive on for a while. My phone beeps. It is a text message 
from Beth. 

"Where R U?" 

Shit. 


Shit shit shit. 



It takes forever to get to a place where I can stop, but 
eventually I pull over, and call Beth. 

The phone is switched off. 

Great. I look back at the note, and realise that it does not 
say 'gone home'. Even more great. 

Now what the fuck do I do? 

I light a cigarette. 

The phone rings, and I answer. 

"Hello?" 

All I can hear is a whirring noise like a tape being chewed up 
and played back at the same time. I catch fragments of 
syllables in a distorted, boomy voice. Nothing makes sense. 
There seems to be a helicopter or something in the 
background. 

The connection is lost, and my phone beeps at me to make 
sure I've noticed. 

I've noticed. 



Ok. 

That must have been Beth, I decide, on the train, going back 
up to London, which explains why she can intermittently 
send text messages but can't call. 


I resume my drive. 



My stomach hurts. As I drive, it hurts more and more. I am 
struck with a sudden sense that I have obviously been being 
extremely stupid, and that I really should turn round and go 
back to Brighton. Beth wouldn't have gone back to London 
without telling me. The conviction is overwhelming. 

At the next exit I come off the road, go all the way round the 
roundabout and head back in the direction I came. My 
stomach stops hurting as soon as I get on the southbound 
road. Ok, fine. Better late than never. 

I have no idea where I am going once I get to Brighton, but 
decide I'll figure it out when I get there. The sea front first, 
maybe then the warehouse. If I can remember where that is. 

When I get to the sea front, though, the first thing I see is 
Beth walking along. I pull over a little way ahead of her, and 
watch in the wing-mirror as she hurries towards the car. 

"Hi," she says, as she gets in. "Thanks." 
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"Are you alright?" I ask. She seems pale and agitated. 

"Yes yes," she says. "Come on, let's go. Let's go home. 
London." 

"Alright," I say. "Erm, do you..." 

"No," she says. "Just drive." 

I shrug and start the car. 

"We can get some food on the way or something. Have you 
got a cigarette?" 



"Yeah. Light me one, would you?" 


We smoke in silence as I turn the car around and head back 
up towards the A23. 

After a while I say, "So, uh, what ha..." 

She cuts me off. "Please, Adam. Let's get out of Brighton." 

I am silent until we hit the main road and Brighton is behind 
us. 

"Ok," I say. "What happened?" 

She doesn't answer. 

Ok. 

Eventually she says, "Oh Adam I'm so tired. Let me sleep till 
we get to London. I'll talk to you then, ok?" 

"Ok," say I. 


Ok. 

She sleeps. 

As we pass the junction with the M25, her eyes flicker open 
and she yawns. 

"Good morning," I say. 

"Hello," she says. "God Brighton's a headfuck. I'd forgotten." 

"Innit," I say. "Was it good to see, um, wotsit. Jason and 
Thingy? Annie." 

She makes a noise like a firework and says nothing. 



"ril take that as a no, shall I?" say I. 

"I'm starving," she says. "Let's get something to eat." 

VI 


We are in a twee coffee bar somewhere in suburban South 
London, with steaming capuccinos and baguettes brimming 
with cheese and salad. Both ravenous, we devour the 
baguettes in silence. 

"Mmm," says Beth, eventually, wiping bits of cheese and 
salad from her mouth. "I needed that." 

She lights a cigarette and blows the smoke theatrically into 
the air. I finish my baguette. 

"So what happened," I say, lighting up also. 

She sighs and takes a long sip of coffee. 

"You have cheese on your nose," she says, wiping it off. 

"Thankyou." 

"So yeah. Weird shit," she says. "There's a reason why I don't 
live in Brighton any more." 

"A reason?" 

"A reason." 

"Jas..." 

She cuts me off. 

"Don't even say their names," she hisses. 



"Jesus," I say. "Them. That bad." 

She nods. 

"We shouldn't have gone at all," she says. "I only wanted to 
see the sea." 

"So, er..." I mumble. 

"It's a long story," she says. "But what it comes down to is 
that there are a few people in Brighton who are a bit jealous 
of me and haven't grown up yet. That's all." 

"Jealous?" 

"Yeah." 

She sips her coffee and blows smoke at me. 

I formulate the sentence 'jealous of what?' in my mind, but 
decide it would be better not to ask it. 

"Jealous of what?" I say, entirely by accident. 

Shit. 

She snorts with laughter. 

"I don't know, Adam. My music? My looks? My energy?" 

My heart sinks. 

"All of those things. And more. Obviously," I say, brightly, 
but she doesn't buy it. 


VII 



"Oh, Beth, I didn't mean that," I say. "You know I didn't mean 
that." 

She doesn't buy this either. I'm not even sure she has heard 
me, in fact. She seems lost in reflection. 

I sit and smoke, and thirty seconds go by in silence. 

"Hello?" I say. "Earth calling Beth?" 

Nothing. 

Eventually she looks up, focusses on me, and says, "Oh 
Adam, I'm sorry. It's all my fault. I owe you some kind of 
explanation." 

"You do?" I say, suddenly feeling I have lost the thread. 

She sighs, deeply. 

"Yes. Because of my childhood, there's already weird stuff to 
do with my mother's disciples. But there are people in 
Brighton who I grew up with that have always been jealous 
of me. And there's nothing I can do about it." 

"Sheesh," I say. 

"Anyway. I thought Jason and Annie were friends, but it turns 
out they've got involved with this group run by a guy I've 
known all my life and... well. They tried something last night 
but it didn't work." 

"They what?" 

"Tried something." 


"Tried what?" 



"I don't know. But it didn't work." 

"How do you know?" 

"Because I know." 

"Well I was completely out of it, last night. I've got no idea 
what happened." 

VIII 


"I know," she says. 

"Had a weird dream, though." 

"I bet you did," she says. "What did you dream?" 

"I can't really remember," I say. "I was riding through space 
in some kind of chariot. Then something happened, and I 
felt like I'd fucked up. That's all." 

"Ok," she says. 

"Oh, it took a badge off me. That's right," I say. "I was 
wearing a badge, and this thing came and took it." 

"Right," she says. "What? Oh dear." 

"Is that bad?" I say. 

She laughs. 

"No," she says. "I mean, probably not. I don't know. Depends 
what was on the badge." 


'I can't remember," I tell her. 



"Bet you can," she says, encouragingly. 

Damn it if she isn't right. 

"Oh yeah," I say. "It was a wheel. A red wheel on a white 
background. With an axle through it." 

"You're joking," she says. "Shit." 

"Huh? Is that bad?" 

She frowns. 

"Well it's not great," she says. "Then again, it makes sense to 
me." 

She takes another sip of coffee and smokes for a while. 

"I think we both came under psychic attack last night, 

Adam. I'm really sorry. It's my fault. I shouldn't have allowed 
it to happen." 

I am staring at her, incredulous. 

"Adam, I don't talk about this kind of thing to just anyone, 
you know. You do understand me, don't you?" 

"Well," I say, "I mean yes, but... what do you mean psychic 
attack?" 


IX 

"Well," she says, "you know how some people can go around 
spreading healing energy?" 


"Yeah," I say. "Er, ok. 



"So, there are other people that learn how to spread less 
pleasant kinds of energy too. Some of that got pointed at us 
last night." 

"So how come you didn't feel it straight away?" 

She is silent a while. 

"It was a trap," she says. "I don't know. I really didn't think 
that was going to happen." 

"Sheesh," I say. "So what actually happened?" 

"Oh nothing visible," she says. "After the club, you'd 
practically passed out, and a bunch of us carried you back to 
the warehouse and then sat up smoking for a while. But the 
atmosphere was nasty. It took me a lot of energy just to stay 
calm. I'd have left only you wouldn't wake up." 

"Oh man," I say. "Shit." 

"It's not your fault," she continues. "That was part of their 
plan. Get you out of it so I'd be trapped there for them to 
snipe at me." 

"So what did you do?" 

"What could I do? I sat there and took it, then I went to sleep 
myself, woke up before anyone else, still couldn't get you to 
wake up, and took a long walk around Brighton instead." 

"I nearly went back to London," I say, thinking 'whoops'. 

"I know," she says. 


X 



When we finally get back to her place, she turns and kisses 
me, then explains that she is tired and not going to invite 
me in. 

Fair enough. 

"You must be tired too, Adam," she says. "Get some rest." 

"Ok," I say, trying not to look too disappointed. 

She looks at me quizzically for a while, then says, "Do you 
know any strength-building exercises? Or banishings?" 

I nod, dumbly. 

"Maybe you should start doing some." 

I stare at her. 

She laughs. "That sounded bad, didn't it. I don't mean to 
criticise. But for safety's sake." 

"Thanks," I say, stiffly. 

"I mean it quite seriously," she says. "We're both probably a 
bit drained. Don't know about you but I can't afford to be ill 
right now." 

I nod again, twice as dumbly. 

"Ok," she says, closing the door. "Bye." 

I watch her disappear through her front door and close it 
behind her, feeling thoroughly empty and miserable. Fair 
enough, I think, starting the car, and lighting another 
cigarette. 



I get home and put the kettle on, more out of instinct than 
anything else. I am completely exhausted. I lie down on the 
bed, waiting for the kettle to boil, but fall into a dreamless 
sleep before it does so. 

I am gone. 



Chapter Nine 

I 

I wake up and it is Monday. If I leave right now I will maybe 
avoid being late for work. I dress leave the house in a slow 
daze. My whole body aches. All I can think of is that the 
instant I get in I can go and get a coffee. 

While I am standing at the coffee machine, I realise that my 
temporary inability to understand the complicated 
sequences of symbols on the machine is irrelevant, since I 
can get it to do the right thing by pure muscle memory, 
pushing whichever buttons feel right. 

Peter Chapman comes and queues up behind me. 

"Good morning Adam," he says. 

I attempt to smile but instead growl at him with a sound 
resembling 'morning', but only vaguely. He takes half a step 
backwards. 

I look back at the machine and find that my method of 
selecting coffee by pushing whichever buttons feel right has 
not worked. I force my brain to start understanding numbers 
again and push the right buttons this time. A coffee appears. 

"I'll, er, talk to you later," says Peter Chapman, as I turn to 
stalk off down the corridor with my prize. 

"Oh, ok," I stammer, trying neither to be rude nor to spill the 
coffee, which is taking up all the available energy I would 
otherwise use on having something sensible to say. 



When I get back to my desk, my heart is for some reason 
pounding. But from the first sip of coffee I feel a spread of 
energy rushing through my body from the crown of my head 
to the tips of my toes, and suddenly even the thought of 
data entry doesn't seem too bad. 

I start typing. 


II 

The numbers whirl and flash before me as I type, breathing 
deeply, trying to be still. My task hovers just on the brink of 
being something I can do without thinking, without 
conscious control, but somehow today I am unable to cross 
the threshhold. My brain begins to go numb, and my head 
aches dully. My eyes hurt. 

I obviously need more coffee. 

Coffee in hand, I adjust the monitor and change the text to a 
slightly less lurid shade of green. 

Yes. Much better. 

I continue typing. 

I remain unable to completely relax into it until lunchtime, 
by which stage my head feels like it has been stuffed with 
wet cotton wool. 

On the way to the caff I buy a paper. The woman behind the 
counter smiles at me and says 'Usual'. I nod and sit down, 
turning straight to the crossword. 


Parts of my brain are singing with delight at being given 
something to do. Others are complaining that they cannot 



possibly be expected to remember what words mean after 
four solid hours of doing strange things with numbers. 

The conflict resolves itself by me staring at three across for a 
long time, without getting it. 



Three across. His unsent text: I'm Tree HTH. Nine letters. No 
clues. 

I have no idea. 

Eight across. Blue motel. Ten letters. Still no clues. Still no 
idea. 

Crossroads. 

Fuck. 

What is this? 

Seven down. Improve pig house for straight talking. Seven 
letters, second letter O. Honesty. Hone Sty. Honestly. 

Eleven across, chickens first flame breaks the rules. Five 
letters, third letter E. 

Cheat. 

Four down. Old car trapped in intervention - a spiritual 
experience. Something something D something T something 
something something something something. 


No idea. 



I experience a growing sense of paranoia that there is some 
cryptic message to be understood from the three words 
'Crossroads', 'Honesty', and 'Cheat'. 

Thirteen across. Rework rubbish - nothing makes a root 
vegetable. Op backwards, tat, O, bingo, potato. Potato. 

The paranoia subsides. I cannot read any deeper meaning 
into the word 'potato.' 

Nor can I solve any of the other clues. It's like my brain has 
gone on strike. Some of them I can see are the kind of thing I 
ought to be able to get straight away, but the synapses are 
refusing to function. 

Crossroads cheat potato honesty. Four down is now 
something something D something T something T 
something something something. 

Meditation. 


IV 

It is time to return to work, for they are logging every 
keystroke, and will know if I am late back from lunch. They 
will know, in fact, exactly how late back from lunch I am, 
which is around two or three minutes, every day. This does 
not seem to be a problem. 

I am back at my desk, staring at a screen full of figures, my 
stomach heavy with lunch and my head aching with dull 
annoyance about not having been able to do any better on 
the crossword. 


I am also struck with an inchoate worry, attributable to 
nothing I can put my finger on. Perhaps what I need is more 



coffee. 


I get coffee, but it tastes acrid. 

Just as I am about to get into a rhythm of typing, Peter 
Chapman approaches. 

"Hello Adam," he says. "Do you have a moment?" 

Given that I am reporting to him, I suppose he does, yes, and 
stop typing. 

"Good," he says, turning. "Please step into my office a 
moment." 

He leads the way into his office, and I follow, blankly, 
wondering what on earth he could possibly want. 

He asks me if I know about databases, which it so happens I 
do, so I start telling him about databases at some length. 

Eventually he says, "Ok, thanks Adam." 

His phone rings. He pauses before answering it and says, 
"Thanks Adam," again. 

I leave his office feeling slightly dazed. What the hell was 
that about? I am not being paid enough not to care. 

v 

The afternoon passes by in a blank, and all at once I am at 
home, by myself, and it is Monday evening. It is six thirty. 

I am restless. I resist the urge to go to the pub. I resist the 
urge to wank. I pick up a book and put it down again. I stand 



up with a sudden certitude and put my coat on. Then I take 
it off again. I am not going to the pub now. 


I sit down and force myself to breathe deeply, to recite a 
mantra, to calm myself down. Maybe I should call Beth. 

Maybe I shouldn't call Beth. 

Suddenly I'm not even sure I want to call Beth. Not with this 
restlessness. I'll only annoy her. I'm annoying me. 

I catch this negative train of thought and let it peter out to 
nothing, continuing to force myself to breathe deeply. 

A slow wave of calm begins at the top of my head, and 
spreads slowly down my neck and chest. I feel it running 
along the length of my spine in fits and starts. When it 
reaches the base of my spine it begins to spread down my 
arms and legs also. 

I keep breathing slowly. 


VI 

I am alone on a hillside. The ground is covered with snow. I 
walk along a little way to the summit of the hill. The path 
winds, and is not steep. I have a staff and a lantern with me. 

I am wearing a long, heavy cowl. My beard is long and white. 

I am lost, alone, frightened. I open my eyes. I am sitting here 
in my chair at home, on my own, making stuff up. I have no 
idea what I am doing. 

On impulse, I reach for my bookshelf, and pull out Waite's 
'Pictorial Key to the Tarot'. I look up trump number nine, 'The 
Hermit'. There. At the end. 



"The Divine Mysteries secure their own protection from those 
who are unprepared." 


That was what Dora had said. I'd always thought this just 
meant that it didn't matter what you did because you were 
never going to get anything you weren't supposed to get. 

Suddenly I'm not so sure. 

I've been under actual attack I don't know how by people I 
don't know who for I don't know what reason, and I have no 
idea what the hell to do about it. 

Another impulse strikes me, and I go to the kitchen and 
make up a cup of salt water. I sprinkle the water towards the 
four corners of the room, feeling I should have something to 
say at each point. Given that I do not, I perform the process 
in silence, as my next best option. 

I sit down again, feeling slightly better. 

I have no idea what to do, but I have at least done 
something. 


VII 


I go back to the crossword. 

Two down. Six Romans begin to move after sign. Five letters. 
VI something? Virgo. 

Three across now. His unsent text: I'm Tree HTH. Three 
letters and six letters, fifth letter I. 

Must be an anagram of some sort. The something? 

The Hermit. The ninth trump. 



What a terrible clue. But that's what it must be. 


I begin to laugh, uncontrollably. 

My laughter subsides. It is a sign. Of something. But I have 
no idea what. The clue that the sign points to is another 
sign. A sign representing things known that cannot be 
communicated. 

I put the crossword down. Suddenly I am in no mood for 
crosswords. 

The Waite book catches my eye, and I pick it up. It is still 
open at the section on the Hermit. 

'Therefore the Hermit is not, as Court de Gebelin explained, 
a wise man in search of truth and justice; nor is he, as a later 
explanation proposes, as especial example of experience. 

His beacon intimates that, "where I am, you also may be.'" 

This is as maybe. Maybe I may also be where the hermit is, 
but right now, I don't think I know where I am myself, let 
alone where the hermit is. 

I have no idea what the hell I am doing any more. 

VIII 


I ring Beth. No answer. 

I sit there fitfully for a while, wondering what to do, when the 
phone rings. It's her. 

"Hi," I say. 

"Hi." 



There is a pause. 

"You rang me?" she says. 

"Yeah, you know, just ringing to say hi. That's all." 

"Ok. Hi." 

Another pause. 

"Are you ok?" she says. 

"Yeah, fine. You?" 

"Fine. Look, I'm in the middle of a rehearsal right now, so I 
can't talk. I'll call you, ok?" 

"Ok." 

She hangs up. I feel a dull twinge in the pit of my stomach 
and wish I hadn't rung her. 

Can't be helped now, I tell myself, but I don't seem 
convinced. 

I pick up the crossword again. 

One down. Godhead. Four letters, second letter H. I have no 
idea. My mind blanks completely. 

What about sixteen across? Employing order to perform 
karaoke, five letters, fourth letter N. Not an anagram of 
anything. I don't know. 

I don't know. 

In the back of my head, the thought of going to the pub 
grows insidiously, but I resist. It is Monday night. I am not 



going to the pub. 


IX 

I am in the pub. I am just having one, I told myself when I 
came in here, but I have just finished one, and am starting 
another. 

It doesn't matter. 

The pub is quiet. A couple of lone drinkers at the bar, and 
me, by myself at a table in the corner. That's three lone 
drinkers, then. 

Fine by me. 

I raise my pint glass in an imaginary toast and light a 
cigarette, reflecting that it is indeed pleasant to come and 
sit in a pub and have a quiet pint. I haven't done this in a 
long time. When was the last time I did this? I cannot 
remember. 

Obviously not a problem then. 

As for my life, that's different. I am thirty-two years old. I am 
living in a bedsit. I am just about scraping by with paying 
the rent with the data entry, but that could end at any time. 
I would like to have a more interesting job, but I have been 
lazy and have not been chasing job adverts like I should 
have done. I have made my bed and I am lying in it. 

I have read a lot of books about magic and the occult and I 
have learned precisely nothing from any of them. I'm no 
longer sure I know what I was looking for there in the first 
place. 



I may or may not have a girlfriend named Beth. I am seeing 
someone called Beth. There is this girl called Beth. 

I sigh. 

Beth. 


X 

When I get home, I am drunk, but not so drunk that I forget 
to drink some water before I go to bed. As I pour myself a 
second pint of water, my hand slips and I break the glass. 

Shit. 

I try to be careful as I am sweeping up the bits of broken 
glass, but there is a large curved piece sticking up that I do 
not see and I manage to graze my hand on it. 

Ow. 

The cut is clean, not deep, but it takes a while to stop 
bleeding. I run my hand under the cold tap until my whole 
arm begins to feel a little numb. Eventually I get the glass 
and water mess cleared up, wipe away the blood, and stick a 
plaster on the cut. 

I lie in bed, feeling my hand still smart with pain, resisting 
the urge to scratch it with the other hand. 

I find it hard to get to sleep. Deep breathing doesn't seem to 
work. I try reciting a mantra. Again, nothing. I lie awake, 
staring at the ceiling, for what feels like hours. 


I feel almost feverish. My forehead is burning. I lie there a 
while feeling it burn, before the thought slowly occurs to me 



that I have a thermometer, and I can check to see if I am 
actually feverish or not in a moment. 

Slowly I get up, and locate the thermometer, my head 
throbbing and aching. I remember that I am more drunk 
than I had intended to be. It does not feel pleasant. 

I check my temperature. Nope, no fever. Must just be 
imagining it. 

I lie back in bed, and at last, exhausted and aching, I fall 
asleep. 



Chapter Ten 

I 

I wake up feeling like I should be dead, but somehow am 
not. It takes me forever to actually get out of bed. Ten to 
nine. Shit. Late again. 

On the bus I try and remember what I am doing all this for, 
but cannot. Then again, I am unclear as to whether I would 
be able to remember my own name. I decide not to try the 
experiment. 

I get in, get coffee, and get typing. The morning passes in an 
empty haze. I zone out, but nothing happens. The numbers 
fly by, the two piles of papers I am working from diminish in 
size minutely. 

Around eleven o'clock, time seems to slow down 
dramatically. I feel my heart pounding in my chest and hear 
a door open across the corridor. Peter Chapman emerges and 
comes over to me. 

"Hi Adam," he says. "You can slow down a bit if you like. My 
printout says you've been going pretty fast today." 

I stop typing and boggle at him. 

"Slow down," I say. 

"Yes," he says. "We find the best rate is if you get through 
two sheets an hour. That's what you've been doing, mostly." 


Ok," I nod. 



"But today you've been doing between three and four sheets 
an hour. That's too fast, we don't want that." 

"Right. Two sheets an hour." 

"Yes." 

"By the way," he says, "I've got this, which might interest 
you. Keep it safe." 

He places a folded up sheet of paper on the desk beside me. 
"Thanks Adam," he says, walking off. 

II 

I unfold the sheet of paper, and find it is a flyer for a Society 
of Mysteries study meeting, to be held this evening, 
entrance free but limited only to those who have received 
the Initiation of the Bull. 

Great. 

What I need is more coffee. 

I fold the paper back up and put it in my pocket. We don' 
neeed no steenking study meeeting, I think, and giggling, 
take the paper back out again. Why not. 

On impulse I ring Beth. She is, after all, the only other 
person I know to have received the Initiation of the Bull, so if 
she can't make it. I'll have to go by myself, which I have no 
intention of doing. 

"Hello?" says Beth. She sounds tired. 

"Good morning," I say. "Listen, what are you doing tonight?" 



"Why?" she says, slowly. 

"There's this study meeting thing, and I wondered..." 

"Oh," she says, cutting me off, "no, not tonight. I've got a 
showcase tonight. But if that's a Society of Mysteries study 
meeting, I think you should go." 

"You do?" 

"Yes." 

"By myself?" 

"Yes." 

"Oh. But I thought you thought it was a load of old bull." 

"It is. Some of it. Some of it isn't." 

"Oh." 

"You have to go and see for yourself." 

"Oh, alright. I'll go." 

"Good. Now, I've got to go, because I'm rehearsing this 
afternoon, so I'll speak to you later. Wish me luck for the 
showcase." 

"Good luck for the showcase. Erm, can't I come to the 
showcase? I'd rather do that." 

"I know. But you can't. I'm sorry. It's one of those weird ones I 
can't invite anyone to." 

"Oh." 



"Yeah. Anyway. So, must go. Speak to you later." 
"Bye," I say, as she hangs up. 

Showcase. 


Ill 

It still isn't lunchtime. I seem to be typing in a place where 
time has stopped. Maybe I am going too fast again. I slow 
down a little. This does not help. Lunchtime remains some 
distance away. 

I pull out the flyer again. 

"Society of Mysteries Study Group 

Mystery Hall, 91, Flowertree Lane, London N1 

Entrance free to all members of Bull grade or higher. 
Suggested donation £5. 

This week: 

6:45pm -- Opening of the Liberorium Sancti 7pm -- Fr. H. - 
The Four Initiations - Bull, Lion, Eagle, Human 8pm -- Son S. 
Sphinx, Hermanubis and Typhon - The Trinity on the Rim 
9pm -- Fr. T. - The Planets - Jupiter 10pm -- Closing of the 
Liberorium Sancti 

Please arrive no later than 6.45 for the opening ritual. 
Latecomers will not be admitted to the study sessions. 
Thankyou for your understanding in this matter. 


In Spiritus" 



In Spiritus? What does that mean? Do I really want to go to 
this? 

I think about it a while. If I'd just run across this flyer in the 
street or in a bookshop or something, I wouldn't dream of 
going. Then again, it's not the kind of flyer you would run 
across like that, especially with the weird door policy. 

But Beth thinks I should go. And I think I trust her. So I'll go. 

I fold the flyer again and put it carefully in my pocket, 
wishing I knew an invocation to make lunchtime come 
sooner. I start typing. Eventually lunchtime comes. 

IV 

I return from lunch feeling fat and full of grease, which I 
essentially am, wondering how it was that I had been 
looking forward to such a thing so much for so long. 

My desk feels like a cage, but I am a good prisoner, and I get 
some coffee, and settle myself back in my chair. 

The screenful of numbers glows softly at me. Only another 
three hours of this to go. I start typing, and zone out 
completely. Numbers whirr and flash past me. 

In Spiritus. In spirit. In spirit? 

If that was supposed to convey something to me, it has 
failed. 

Initials maybe? I.S. Is? An expression of the Universal Isness 
of Things? I don't know. 


I suppose I can ask, later. 



I keep typing. 


V 

I leave on the nail at five o'clock, not wishing to be a 
latecomer, but the Tube is unaccountably fast, end I up 
arriving at Flowertree Lane far too early. There is no-one 
there. 

Mystery Hall turns out to be a doorway between two shops, 
painted with a zodiac design and the words 'Mystery Hall' 
above it. Below the zodiac is the legend 'S.o.M.', which 
makes me frown for a second, until I realise that it stands for 
'Society of Mysteries,' and find myself smiling at the 
absurdity of being pleased to know this. 

Either way, there is no-one there yet, or they are at least not 
answering the door, and there is a pub over the road, so it is 
clear what I have to do. 

It occurs to me fleetingly that I perhaps ought not go into 
this study session with beer on my breath, but I have 
already ordered a pint and it is too late now. 

I light a cigarette and pull the flyer out again. Who or what 
are Hermanubis and Typhon? What do they have to do with 
the Sphinx? 

I sigh and sip my pint, wondering if I shouldn't maybe back 
out completely and go home, or to another pub, or 
something. I don't even know what the riddle of the Sphinx 
is, let alone how to answer it. Then again, maybe that's why 
I'm here. 


Or not. 



I don't know. 


I look at my watch. Better drink up, or I'll be a latecomer. 

VI 

I am back at the doorway at 6.40 sharp. This time, the door 
is open, and a staircase leads up. I go in and find myself in a 
small hallway hung with black drapes. I am feeling slightly 
dizzy and disoriented. 

A very pretty, very tall goth girl with very short hair, a very 
short skirt, and an alarming number of piercings is lounging 
in a chair by one of the doors, reading a book. 

"Hello," she says, looking up from the book. "Do you have 
your suggested donation?" 

"It's my first time," I say. 

"Oh," she says, looking disappointed. "Well, that's ok. 
Normally it's five pounds though." 

I nod, dumbly. 

"What is the Name of the Bull?" she asks. 

"I'm sorry?" 

"The Name of the Bull." She gives me a withering look. I am 
struck dumb again. 

"Look," she says, "Tonight's event is only open to people 
with the Bull grade, so if you can't tell me the Name of the 
Bull, I'm afraid I can't let you in." 

I have no idea what she is on about. 




"Taurus?" I say, guessing. 


"Ok," she says, looking back at her book. "You could have 
said that before, you know. Go on. Go on in." 

"Um, thanks," I say. She ignores me. 

I go on in. 

VII 


The room is lined with bookshelves, and most of the 
available space is taken up with a large round wooden table. 
There is one empty chair left at the table, directly in front of 
me, and I sit down, feeling like a naughty schoolboy late for 
class. 

No-one says a word. Three people in black cowls, two men 
and a woman, are sitting opposite me on the other side of 
the table, behind them is a flip-chart. Eight or nine other 
people are seated around the table, two or three of whom 
have notepads and pencils in front of them. It hadn't 
occurred to me that I might want to take notes, and my 
stomach lurches oddly. I am wishing I hadn't had that pint. 

Eventually, the three in cowls stand up. The woman and one 
of the men look oddly nervous and shy. 

"Good evening," says the more relaxed of the two men. "I am 
Prater Hermanubis, and these are my colleagues, Sorore S. 
and Prater T. They will introduce themselves to you later on. 
Por now, please rise, and we will open the Liberorium 
Sancti." 


Everyone slowly shuffles to their feet. There is a great 
scraping of chairs. Prater Hermanubis coughs, and opens a 



large, black, heavy hard-back volume. 


VIII 

"Great Spirit of the Holy Library, we bring you greeting and 
praise. We thank you for allowing us to enter your holy 
precincts. 

Whatever burdens we may be carrying from the outside 
world, we lay them down, now. Whatever worry or stress 
from our daily lives we may have, we have forgotten it now. 

We are not here to study for its own sake, but for a higher 
sake. We are not here to boost our petty egos, but to learn 
how best to do the will of our Creator. We understand that 
nothing we learn here can be used except for the Highest 
Good of all concerned, and we are aware of the terrible 
automatic penalties incurred by those that trangress thereof. 

Spiritus magnus liberorium sanctium, we will now bow our 
heads in meditation and be silent before you, readying 
ourselves to open our hearts and minds to new knowledge, 
just as you open have opened your doors to us." 

Everyone bows their heads, myself included. I am fleetingly 
worried that I will cough or disturb the silence in some way, 
but for no reason. A deep calm fills the room, and even the 
sound of people's quiet breathing seems to diminish. 

At length Prater Hermanubis says, "Be seated," and with 
another great scraping of chairs, we sit. 


IX 



"Ok," says Hermanubis, looking around the table, and 
smiling. "Alright. Some new faces, some old faces. That's 
good. That's very good." 

He coughs again. 

"Excuse me," he says. "I smoke too much. That's not so 
good." 

A low noise resembling a chuckle spreads around the table, 
but stops at me. 

"Well," says Hermanubis. "Now." 

"The Society of Mysteries, as some of you may know, is like a 
lot of organisations devoted to the study of occult science, in 
that it has a two-headed structure. There is an Inner and and 
Outer Circle, if you like, with several grades, or stages of 
admission in each one." 

All of you here have received at least the Bull level initiation 
in the Outer Circle of our Society. If you are new to us, you 
may not yet know that there are three other levels in our 
Outer Circle. Beyond the Bull, there is the Lion. Beyond the 
Lion, there is the Eagle. Beyond the Eagle, there is the Man." 

My talk today will give an overview of all four grades of our 
Outer Circle, how they are structured, and what they are for. 
Any questions, before I go on?" 

A man in a suit sitting some way around the table from me 
puts his hand up. 

"How many levels are there in the Inner Circle?" he asks. 

Hermanubis smiles at him. "I'm afraid I can't tell you that. 
Right now, I can't even tell you why I can't tell you that. I'm 



sorry. I should have been more specific. Does anyone have 
any questions on the Outer Circle before I go on?" 

There is a silence. 

"Ok." 


X 

Hermanubis manages to fill the best part of the next hour 
talking about the symbolism of the Bull, the Lion, the Eagle 
and the Man, in a voice that resembles that of a robot the 
longer he goes on. He quotes Ezekiel 1:10, Revelations 4:7, 
James Joyce and Robert Anton Wilson. I find that while I am 
more or less able to follow him, I seem to be forgetting 
everything he is saying as he is saying it. 

At the end, he relates each of the four to the four elements 
in a way which makes me frown in astonishment. 
Hermanubis notices my puzzled look and asks me to 
explain. 

"How come the Eagle is assigned to Water rather than Air," I 
say. "I thought it was..." 

"Ah yes," he says. "These four symbols aren't just any old 
four things chosen at random. They are the Kerubim, the 
living powers of the Tetragrammaton. They operate through 
the Kerubic signs of the zodiac, which are Taurus the Bull, 
Leo the Lion, Scorpio for the Eagle, and Aquarius for the 
Man. Scorpio, historically, is sometimes represented by an 
eagle or a phoenix, but it's a water sign, whatever you call 
it. Similarly, Aquarius is an air sign. And that's that. There 
simply is no other way to attribute it. Does that answer your 
question?" 



"I suppose," I say, not sure. 

There are another couple of questions, neither of which I 
follow, and I am just beginning to doze off when the lecture 
ends. It turns out that the next two lectures are only for 
people with Lion grade or above, so I leave, somewhat 
gratefully, along with three or four other Bulls. 



Chapter Eleven 

I 

As we are leaving Mystery Hall, I suggest to the other Bulls 
that we go for a drink, but they politely decline and 
disappear off in different directions. I shrug, and go to the 
pub anyway, feeling a need to sit and digest what I have just 
experienced. 

The first thing I see when I get inside the pub is the pretty 
goth girl, sitting on her own at the bar, reading her book. 

She looks up as I walk in, regards me for a moment with a 
not particularly friendly stare, and looks down again. 

I ignore her and order a pint. 

I am about to take my first sip when my phone rings. 

"Hi Beth," I say. 

"Hi. It's Beth. We're about to play. Wish me luck." 

"Good luck," I say. "Knock 'em dead. You always do." 

"Thanks," she says. "Thanks Adam. Really thank you. Alright, 
I've got to go." 

She hangs up. 

I shrug. 

"Bye Beth," I say to the dead phone, redundantly. 

As I am returning the phone to my pocket, I notice that the 
goth girl is looking at me oddly, with a peculiar kind of smile 



on her face. 


"Excuse me," she says, "but can I just ask... do you know... 
Beth?" 

"Certainly do," I say. "That was her on the phone just now." 

"I mean Beth the arch priestess's daughter." 

"That's right. That was her on the phone just now." 

"Oh," says the goth girl, her smile widening. She extends her 
right hand towards me. "Hi, I'm Lily." 

II 


"Hi Lily," I say. "I'm Adam." 

I raise my glass to her. My god but she is tall. And pretty. 
And those legs. 

"Your good health," I say. 

"Cheers," she says, looking me in the eyes and clinking her 
glass against mine. 

"So," I say, "How do you know Beth?" 

She is silent a moment. 

"Well I don't, really," she says, eventually. "But I'm been in 
the S.o.M. a few years now, so I've kind of seen her around. 
And I've heard a lot about her. You know." 

"Oh," I say, trying not to stare at her legs. 

"How about you?" she smiles. 



"Well, um, I don't know really," I say. "We only met a few 
weeks ago, really, and..." 

"Oh, are you going out?" 

"Well... um..." 

She laughs. 

"You're seeing each other," she tells me. 

"Yes," I say. "We're seeing each other." 

"Well," says Lily. "Good luck." 

"Good luck?" I say. "What does that mean?" 

"Nothing," she says. "Just good luck. I hope it all works out. 
You know." 

I am silent a while. 

"So," I say, eventually, "You've been in the S.o.M. a few 
years." 

"Yes," she says. "Onward and upward, or onward and inward, 
more like, as my boyfriend says." 

"Onward and inward," I repeat. "So you're in the Inner Order, 
then." 

She takes a few moments to reply, then says, "Yes, but 
please don't ask me about it, because I'm not supposed to 
tell you." 

"Ok," I say. "Please don't tell me anything you're not 
supposed to tell me." 



"I'll tell you this," she says. "You know how the whole S.o.M. 
is divided into an Outer and Inner Order? Well, the Inner 
Order is also divided into an Outer Inner Order and an Inner 
Inner Order. 

"I think I can tell you... I'm just in the Outer Inner Order. Can 
I tell you that? I think I can tell you that. Well, I just did tell 
you that. Anyway. 

"So even if I did tell you anything I wasn't supposed to tell 
you, it really wouldn't be very much anyway." 

Ill 

"Right," I say, slowly. "That makes sense. I mean, the 
organisation has to run itself somehow." 

"Yeah," she says. 

I finish my pint. 

"Another drink?" I ask. 

"No thanks," she says, downing hers, and standing up on 
those enormously long legs. "Must dash. Off to meet the 
boyfriend now." 

Lucky him, I think, as she extends her hand again. 

"Nice to meet you, Adam." 

"Nice to meet you, Lily." 

She really is tall, slightly taller than me even, and she 
shakes my hand awkwardly. Then in one swift movement, 
she takes a step forward and kisses me on the cheek. I feel 
almost as if I have been bitten. 



"Bye then." 

She turns and leaves. 


IV 

I have a last reflective pint, for the road, and decide to leave 
the pub before deciding that I will have a third after all. I feel 
oddly apprehensive on the way home, but I can't tell why. I 
am a little drunk, but not in a bad way. I can see no 
immediate threat. But there is a slight lump in my throat for 
some reason, and unless I concentrate, my face seems to 
relax naturally into a frown. I concentrate on breathing 
deeply and trying to ignore it. 

When I finally get home I lie down on my bed and realise 
suddenly how exhausted I am. But I can't seem to sleep. 

At around midnight, the phone rings. It's Beth. 

"Hi Beth," I say. 

There is a lot of noise in the background, as if she is 
standing in the middle of a dancefloor somewhere. She is 
screaming in delight down the phone. 

"WOO-HOO!" she yells. 

"Hi," I say. 

"ADAM!" 

"You sound like you're having a good time," I tell her. 

"I am," she says. "Adam, I've got some good news." 


Well?" I ask. 



"Well," she says. "The showcase went pretty well tonight. 

And from what we just got told, the people from the record 
company liked it so much, they've offered us a deal on the 
spot." 

"Wow," I say. 

"Yeah wow," she replies. "I just got signed." 

"So congratulations," I tell her. 

"I just thought I'd ring and tell you." 

She sounds distracted, as if other people are trying to talk to 
her in the background, all at once. 

"Wow," I say. 

"Anyway. Got to go. I'll call you soon." 

And she hangs up. 


V 

I lie back, my head in a whirl, feeling the beginnings of a 
headache creeping up the back of my neck towards my 
brain. I feel a twinge of jealousy of all those people at that 
club or party with Beth, wishing I could be there too. 

I feel a twinge of irrational sadness too, as if I have lost 
something. I dismiss this as crazy nonsense, though. I am 
happy for Beth. I can sense her excitement and her joy. 

She's been working towards this for years, as far as I can tell. 
How can I feel anything but glad for her? How dare I, even. 


Then I remember that I have to be in the office at nine 
o'clock in the morning, and even if she had asked me to go 



and meet her I'd have probably said no. 

This last thought does not please me. 

I am a sad person, I think. It's even more sad to be a sad 
person lying there thinking about how sad he is, though, 
and I try and force the thoughts out of my head and get 
some sleep. 

I am exhausted. 



I dream, fitfully. 

First I am a swan, then I am a crow, next I become a ship, 
sailing towards New York, my bows heavy with cheering 
people. This part of the dream is black and white, for some 
reason, and there is something wrong with the Statue of 
Liberty. The scales aren't balanced, I think at first, and then 
realise that the whole statue seems to be at an angle. I am 
no longer the ship, just one of the people standing on deck, 
watching the coastline. 

There is a heavy grey cloud overhead, and I am not 
surprised when the ship turns around. Slowly, I watch the 
Statue of Liberty sink into the sea and disappear over the 
horizon. I am filled with sadness. 

The next thing I know, I am running, somewhere in a barren 
terrain. I don't know where I am, but I have an urgent sense 
that I am being chased, and if I don't get away. I'll be done 
for. Coming over a ridge, I see a church in the valley below 
me. Maybe I'll be safe there, I think, running towards it as 
the bells start to ring. 



The ringing of the bells sound exactly like my phone. 
I wake up. 

My phone is ringing. 


VII 

It is eight thirty-five am, and it is Wednesday morning. Who 
in hell is ringing me at this time? 

"Hello?" I attempt to say with those parts of my mouth not 
stuck to one another from sleep. 

"Good morning Adam, this is Rochelle from Permatemp. How 
are you doing? Glad I caught you this morning." 

"Hi Rochelle," I say. 

"Well, I've got some good news and some bad news, Adam. 
Which would you like first?" 

I pause to consider this a moment, then realise that I have 
no idea. It makes no difference. 

"The bad news," I say. 

"Ok, so the bad news is that Peter Chapman rang me this 
morning, and told me that they're having a restructuring at 
the moment, so they don't need any more data entry done. 
From today." 

"From today," I repeat, dumbly. 


"That's right," says Rochelle. "So you don't need to go in 
today, and we'll pay you up till yesterday as normal." 



"Ok," I say. "And the good news?" 


"The good news is that they really are very pleased with you 
there, they've been looking at your cv, and they've got an 
urgent vacancy at the moment in their technical 
department. In fact, they'd like you to start on Monday. As a 
database programmer. It's a three month contract, and 
they'll be paying you slightly less than twice what they're 
paying you now. 28K pro rata, to be exact. How's that?" 

"Wow," I tell her. "That's, uh, fine by me." 

"I thought you'd say that, Adam. I'll tell them you accept 
then. Well done. You must be very pleased." 

"Er, yes," I say. 

It's strange, I should be pleased. But I'm not. 

"I'll send you an email to confirm the details, and I'll call you 
on Monday to make sure everything's ok. Alright Adam?" 

"Er... yeah. Sure." 

"Bye." 


VIII 


It makes no sense. It makes no sense at all. 

I lie back in bed, realising with a lurch that I can, for once, if 
I want, have a lie-in. The realisation makes me almost giddy. 

But I am a little worried about this job. Recruiting 
programmers through an agency like Permatemp is 
somewhat unusual, to say the least. They did tell me, when I 
signed up with them a year ago, that very occasionally they 



did get programming jobs come through, but they 
emphasised that this was very occasional and I shouldn't 
count on it. 

So what exactly is this I've let myself in for? 

It has to be better than the data entry, though, surely. 

I lie there staring at the ceiling for a long time. It just makes 
no sense at all. 


IX 

A heavy thud at the front door announces that the post has 
arrived. On impulse I get up and, wrapping myself in my 
dressing gown, go to check if anything has arrived for me. 

Something has. A book-shaped parcel. No return address. 
Strange. 

I open the parcel. It is indeed a book. It is 'Secrets Of The 
Society Of Mysteries,' by Dora, Archpriestess of Venus 
Myrionymous, no less. And there is a note. 

"Dear Adam, 

Now you are a fully fledged Bull, I thought I'd send you a 
copy of my book. Everything you need to know for the Outer 
Order is in here. Do feel free to get in touch with me if you 
have any problems or questions. 

Be kind, 

D." 


Wow. 



That was nice of her. 


I flick through the book. It is thick and heavy, nicely printed, 
with a great deal of densely printed text, diagrams and 
symbols. I see from the table of contents that there is an 
article entitled 'An Overview of the Kerubic (Outer Order) 
Initiations'. Turning to it, I read: 

"The Society of Mysteries is like many organisations devoted 
to the study of occult science in that it has a two-headed 
structure. There is an Inner and and Outer Circle with several 
grades, or stages of admission in each one. 

"If you are reading this you will have received at least the 
Bull level initiation in the Outer Circle of our Society, and if 
you are new to us, you may not yet know that there are 
three other levels in our Outer Circle. Beyond the Bull, there 
is the Lion. Beyond the Lion, there is the Eagle. Beyond the 
Eagle, there is the Man. 

"This essay will give an overview of all four grades of our 
Outer Circle, how they are structured, and what they are for." 

So much for the study lectures, then. 

X 

I lie back on the bed, feeling dizzy and unsettled. 

Everything is happening at once and yet at the same time I 
am at a complete loose end. I have no idea what to do with 
myself. 

It is not even ten o'clock yet, so I know there is no point 
ringing Beth, not if I want her to be pleased to hear from me. 

I think idly about boiling the kettle to make some tea and 
slowly close my eyes. 



I am on a hillside looking down onto a valley. All around me 
is lush and green. Across the valley I see a familiar figure. 
She looks a lot like Beth. I wave at her, crying her name out 
loud, but she doesn't seem to hear me. 

I try to get across the valley to where she is, but what looked 
like lush green vegetation from the hillside turns out to be a 
thick line of bracken and thorny bushes. I get lost and panic. 

I wake up, still in panic. 

I breathe deeply, calming myself down. There is no reason to 
panic, I tell myself, everything is going to be alright. 

Everything is going to be alright. 



Chapter Twelve 

I 

I put the kettle on and stand there watching it boil. 

As I watch, I am seized by a sudden urge to take all my 
magickal gear, my robes, my altar things, and so on, put 
them all in a sack, find somewhere to make a bonfire and 
burn them. The train of thought stops when I cannot think of 
anywhere to go and make the bonfire. 

Where on earth did that come from? 

I dismiss the thought quickly and make tea. 

I sit on my chair. Dora's book is still on the table. I pick it up, 
and turn to the introduction. 

"Some Thoughts On the Release of the Printed Version of the 
Secrets of the Society of Mysteries, by Fr. P. 

"It is with mixed feelings that I take up my pen to write this 
introduction to the collected Works of my Order, for I am well 
aware that not every reader will find this tome to their 
liking; indeed, there are many who wish it had never been 
published. To the latter I say this - the deed is done, and it 
were done a long time ago, many years before the printing 
of the volume you now hold in your hands. To the former, I 
recommend a minimal degree of experience in the study of 
these matters before venturing an opinion. 

"There is material covered in this volume that has never 
been before released to the general public, and in this 
(absurdly) specialist endeavour (how did such a goal as ours 
fall so low as to become specialist) and it is therefore in 



practice the preserve of a select few to be capable of 
genuinely constructive comment and criticism. If the 
material herein be so lacking, may our bookshelves soon 
yawn with the weight of alternative redactions from each 
reader who is not satisfied with the present volume. For 
myself, I have found it comprehensive and complete." 

Blah blah blah. Several pages, all saying 'I like this book and 
anyone who disagrees with me doesn't know what they are 
talking about'. 

Ok. So far I fall into the latter camp. What about the rest of 
it? 



The book is dense and unreadable. A lot of it is in note form, 
with many symbols and shorthands that are vaguely familiar 
but still make no sense to me. There is a section at the 
beginning that looks a lot like the Golden Dawn stuff - the 
basics of astrology, alchemy, tarot and kaballah all mixed up 
and correlated with one another. Then it loses me. 

Flicking through towards the end of the book, absolutely 
nothing makes any sense to me at all of any sort, though I 
feel a strong reluctance even to read too much of the 
material in that part of the book without first understanding 
what it is. I go with that sense of reluctance. I put the book 
down. 

I have a free day, and I don't have to panic about work, 
because that's sorted for Monday. I should wash and do 
some yoga and get dressed and go and do something. 


Ill 



I am lying in the corpse position, but I am not me. I am not 
these words. I am not this ego, these feelings, these 
memories. I am not this body. I am not this mind. I am not 
this soul. That is not me. All those me's are false. 

The true me feels a deep calm, for the true me is always at 
peace. There is nowhere to go, nothing to do, no worries to 
be troubled by. 

I am that me. I breathe deeply. My eyes are closed. There are 
tensions in my body, but none that I can consciously relax. I 
am lying in the corpse position, and I am at peace. 

I breathe deeply for a while, letting my mind go blank. 

Eventually, my eyes open, and I rise. I stand for a moment 
with my hands clasped together. I am thankful that I have 
been able to learn to do these few yoga techniques, even 
though I do them badly. I dress, feeling the false me's take 
over again. 


IV 

I take a bus to London Bridge and go for a walk along the 
river. It is a cold November day, grey and overcast, but it is 
not actually raining. The river too is grey, and heaves with a 
tired majesty. I want to find somewhere to sit down for a 
while, but cannot. I walk for ages. 

Eventually, just by another bridge, I find an old stone 
stairwell leading down to the river itself between two 
modern office blocks, and find myself on a small pebbled 
bank littered with shards of wood. 


I sit at the foot of the stairs and watch the bit of water I can 
see from here, between the brick wall of an office balcony on 



the one side, and the vast concrete feet of the bridge on the 
other. 

These stones are old. I have no idea how old, but they 
clearly predate the other building work around them. They 
are enormously worn, with great rounded gouges taken out 
of them, and they seem oddly steep and narrow for stairs, 
which makes them seem somehow older. The sound of traffic 
from behind and above seems distant and patchy, as if from 
another world, and I wonder how long these stairs have 
actually been here, for how long people have been coming 
to sit on them to escape the city and watch the river. 

I sit in calm, feeling the cold of the stone beneath me, and 
light a cigarette. A barge passes slowly across my line of 
sight, grey and blue and belching puffs of white smoke. I 
blow blue smoke back at it, and the barge disappears slowly 
from view until it is gone. It really is cold on this stone. I 
have to stand up. 

I stand facing the water for a moment, watching it undulate. 
It seems to calm me even further. After a while I turn and 
climb the staircase back to the city, cigarette in hand. 

v 

I find a cafe and install myself in a corner, wishing I had 
something to read. There is a bookshelf in the cafe, and I 
twist to read the titles on the spines. Nothing catches my 
eye though, and I twist back in my seat. 

The cafe is quiet and mostly empty. Three men in suits are 
engaged in soft conversation over the far side of the place, 
and a young couple are staring lost in one another's eyes on 
the table next to me. A guy in a green fleece is sitting on his 



own at one of the other tables, hunched over and scribbling 
intently in a notebook. 


I stop gazing round the room and stare meaninglessly at my 
coffee. It stares back at me, steaming. It is not great coffee. I 
decide to ring Beth. 

She isn't answering, and I ring off without leaving a 
message. I decide to text her, but get as far as 'Hi', before 
deleting the message unsent and putting my phone away. 

This really is not great coffee. 

VI 

I leave the cafe and head down the street, feeling vaguely 
claustrophobic. All the faces of the people on the street 
seem to leer and gape at me strangely, and it is beginning 
to rain. I hurry down the road, not entirely sure where I am, 
looking for a bus stop or tube station or something. 

It rains harder, and I begin to look for anywhere at all to take 
shelter. There, a bookshop. I go in. 

It is a second hand bookshop, old and long, a maze of tall 
wooden bookshelves heavy with musty volumes. An elderly 
man is dozing in a chair in one corner, and I hear a low 
shuffle of people moving about in the maze. 

This appears to be the History and Politics section. I move 
towards the back of the shop, where there is an open 
doorway, and a sign reading 'Other Sections This Way'. I go 
through, and follow a short corridor to a staircase leading 
down. 



At the foot of the stairs, the room opens out into a large 
space, lined with bookcases, dotted with tables spread out 
with books. Posters in bright colours on each wall denote 
this to be the Children's, Health and Travel section. 

A doorway on the other side of the room is marked 'Other 
Sections This Way', and I follow a narrow corridor around a 
corner to a place where the corridor opens wide enough for 
there to be bookcases at each side. There are paperbacks 
here, all Crime and Horror fiction, in endless rows. Towards 
the end of the corridor there is a small Science-Fiction 
section, and I browse it for a while, but there is nothing there 
to catch my eye, nothing I haven't read already. 

VII 

A curtain is hanging over the wall at the end of the corridor, 
with a sign above it reading 'More Downstairs!', and I pull 
the curtain aside to reveal another staircase heading down. 

As I am halfway down the stairs I hear someone coming up 
the stairs below me, breathing heavily. He is an elderly man, 
very fat, wearing a large hat and a huge brown overcoat. I 
stand aside to let him past and he stares balefully at me for 
a moment over the top of his spectacles before turning to 
heave his way up the rest of the stairs. 

The room at the bottom of the stairs is smaller than any 
before, with a low ceiling and another maze of bookcases. 
Here, says a sign, I may find Fiction, Poetry, Philosophy, 
Occult, and Self-Help. 

I look around for a while, but can find nothing I want to read. 
My head begins to ache, and I have a sudden, hurried urge 
to leave the bookshop, and so do, clambering up the stairs 
with increasing irrational panic. 



VIII 


When I get out into the street it is still raining, but not as 
badly as before, and I catch the next bus I see, since it 
seems to be going somewhere I might recognise. My 
headache worsens, and I am feeling dizzy. I miss my stop, 
and end up having to walk half a mile back in the other 
direction to get to my connecting bus. 

By the time I get home I am feeling distinctly feverish, and 
my throat feels sore. 

I get in at last, and check my temperature. Yes. Feverish. 
Fabulous. I boil the kettle, and make a hot blackcurrent 
juice, with a spoonful of honey in it. This soothes my throat, 
but I am craving a cigarette. I resist the craving for a while, 
then give in and light one up, coughing horribly. 

The phone rings. It is Beth. 

"Hi," she says. "How are you doing?" 

"Fine," I say. "Actually not fine. I'm feeling ill. How are you?" 
"III?" she says. "Like what?" 

"I don't know," I tell her. "I've got a temperature and a sore 
throat and I feel like shit." 

"Oh," she says, as if disappointed. She is silent for a while. 

"Erm," she says, and falls silent again. 

"I was going to ask you if you wanted to meet up for lunch 
tomorrow," she tells me eventually. 


My heart sinks. 



"Maybe," I say. "I don't know." 

"Ok," she says. "Take care. Get some rest. I'll call you later." 
She hangs up. 


IX 

The phone rings again. It is also Beth. 

"Have you been doing banishings, like I told you?" she says 
without warning. 

"Uh, no," I say. 

"Well, could you? I really think it would be a good idea." 
"I'm not sure what to do," I say. 

"Didn't you tell me you'd been doing a banishing ritual?" 
"Not that I remember," I tell her. 

"You did. I remember," she says. "Ages ago, but you told 
me." 

"I have no idea what I meant," I say. 

"So you were bullshitting then. I thought so. Well look," she 
says, "it doesn't really matter. You should have done this 
before you got ill." 

"Thanks," I say. 

"Whatever," she says. "Look, you got my mum's book, 
right?" 



"How do you know?" 

"I posted it. Anyway, if you can't think of another banishing 
ritual, you'll find one in there. It's called the Rite of 
Cleansing, or something. Look it up and do it. Even if it 
seems strange. Please, Adam, say you'll do this for me." 

"Well, I don't feel up to much right now." 

"I know. Trust me Adam, you'll feel better." 

"Ok, I'll do it." 

"Good. Thank you Adam." 

There is a pause. 

"Anyway," I say, "How are you?" 

"Oh fine, fine. Busy. Keeping busy. Lots happening." 

"Yeah," I say. 

"Look, I'll call you later, alright?" 

She hangs up. 


X 

I look up the Rite of Cleansing. It looks a lot like the Golden 
Dawn's Banishing Ritual of the Pentagram, only with 
different wording. This is now the third version I have seen. 
Aleister Crowley also has one, in Greek, somewhere in the 
Book of Lies. 


Ok. I did promise Beth, and it can't hurt. 



I change into my robe and perform the ritual, using the 
Golden Dawn wording rather than the new and unfamiliar 
one. I make the sign of the cross, draw pentagrams, vibrate 
names, and make the sign of the cross again. Bad spirits 
begone. 

I still don't feel well. On impulse, I fill a small glass with salt 
water, and sprinkle it into the corners of the room, for good 
measure. In one of the corners, I hear a sharp crack and a 
fizz as I sprinkle the water, or I think I do. Begone. 

Begone, begone. Whatever is troubling me, begone. 

I lie back on my bed, exhausted, and fall into the arms of a 
feverish, dreamless sleep. 



Chapter Thirteen 

I 

When I wake next morning, I am not feeling much better, 
but the fever has at least subsided, and when Beth rings I 
agree to go and meet her for lunch. There is a cafe opposite 
the studios she's in today. Yes, I'm sure I'll find it. 

I am filled with a feeling of foreboding, which lessens slightly 
after I perform the banishing ritual once more before I leave. 

I cannot initially find the cafe, though, and my feeling of 
foreboding returns, doubled in strength. I end up walking up 
and down the street the cafe is on twice without managing 
to see the place. When I finally spot it, I feel like an idiot. 

How could I have missed that? 

Beth is already there, sitting in the window reading the 
paper. She looks stunning, and my stomach lurches. 

As I enter I approach her table, but she says, "Go and order 
your food first. Mine's already coming," and looks back at 
her paper. 

So. Last meal of the condemned man, I think, scanning the 
blackboard menu for inspiration. There is none, so I order a 
prawn mayonnaise salad sandwich and a cup of coffee 
instead, and go to sit at Beth's table. 

"Hi," I say. 

She looks up from the paper. 

"Hi. Are you feeling better today?" she asks. 


No kiss then. 



"Yes, much better, thanks," I tell her, and start coughing 
violently to prove it. "The fever's gone down, anyway," I 
manage to say, eventually. 

"Good," says Beth. 


II 

"Look," says Beth, "I'll say this straight away," but she 
doesn't, because at that moment a girl in a ridiculously ill- 
fitting black waitress uniform comes over with our food. 

"Jacket potato with cheese?" says the waitress, brightly. 

Beth indicates with some impatience that this is for her. 

"Prawn mayonnaise salad for you then," the waitress says, 
much less brightly, placing the sandwich before me. 

"Thanks," I say, attempting to smile, and making a strange 
shape with my face instead. 

"And you've already got your coffee," says the waitress, 
blankly. "Enjoy your meal." She vanishes. 

"Look," says Beth, and stops again. She sighs. I take a bite of 
prawn mayonnaise salad sandwich. 

"I really like you, Adam." She stops a third time. 

The prawn mayonnaise salad sandwich turns to ashes in my 
mouth, and my heart seems to stop. I hear the word 'but' 
coming from a long distance away, wearing heavy boots and 
a grim expression. A lone piece of lettuce escapes from the 
sandwich and lands on my chin." 


But... hang on," says Beth. 



She removes the lettuce from my chin. 

"But I'm not going to be able to see you for a while. I've got 
to work out my notice and record my album and be ready to 
go on tour in a month and I'm going to be really busy." 

"Wha.." I say. 

"I don't want you to get upset when you find I never have 
time to see you any more," she continues, all in the same 
breath, "so I thought I'd tell you now. Better to be honest 
and straightforward about it." 

"Oh," I say. My face falls. I feel physically smaller, like I've 
just been deflated with a pin. 

"Well, thanks for being so honest," I tell her, my voice 
pathetic and squeaky. 



"So that's it then?" I say. 

She says nothing. 

"I was that bad?" I say. 

She says nothing. 

My lower lip quivers, and I think, shit, I hadn't realised how 
into Beth I was until now. When will I learn? 

"It's not that," she says. "It really is that I'll be so busy I 
won't be able to see you." 


"Ok, ok. Fine," I say. 



I sigh heavily. 


"Look, it's not easy for me to do this, either, you know," she 
says, with a snappish tone. She fixes me with a stare from 
suddenly sad big eyes. "I'll miss you, Adam," 

I cannot hold her gaze, and I look away. 

"Yeah, well, fake sincerity and you've got it made," I tell her. 

"You what?" she says. 

"I'll miss you too," I say. "More than you'll know." 

"Oh, I know," she says. "I know. I'm sorry." 

I sigh again, and she suddenly says "Look, I've got to go," 
gets up, and leaves. She looks as if she is about to cry, but is 
holding back by sheer force of will. 

I turn and watch her through the cafe window as she 
disappears down the street, and in through a doorway. I turn 
back and finish my coffee, realising that she has not just 
dumped me, she has also just stiffed me for the lunch bill. 

Thanks, Beth. 


IV 

On the way home I stop off for half a bottle of whisky, 
thinking to myself, this is crazy, why am I so upset about a 
girl I've only known for a few weeks. 

I don't know why I am, but I am. 

As soon as I get in, I rip the top off the whisky bottle and 
take a large swig. It seems to have no effect, so I find a clean 



glass, fill it half full, and take a large draught. 


I sit down, sipping more slowly at the whisky. It's not that I 
feel better now, or anything, but I definitely feel less worse. I 
light a cigarette, and blow smoke at the ceiling. 

Shit. 

I am at once utterly self-conscious and completely cold. I can 
see that I am intensely upset over Beth. I am aware that the 
alcohol I have consumed has numbed a great portion of my 
senses. I am also aware that my reaction seems totally 
disproportionate to the length of time I have known Beth. I 
regard myself with contempt. 

The self-conscious feeling fades, and my lower lip quivers 
again. I take another large gulp of whisky and puff on the 
cigarette, determined not to cry. 

v 

In the end, I do not cry. I get extremely drunk instead, and 
fall asleep in the chair at some point in the mid-afternoon. 
When I wake up it is nearly ten o'clock, and I am moved to 
treat my headache with the remainder of the glass of whisky 
I see before me. 


"Ugh." 


The whisky tastes fine, but the contents of my mouth do not, 
and I grimace. 

I stumble into the kitchen part of the bedsit and discover 
that there is absolutely nothing whatsoever to eat at all of 
any sort in any way shape or form. Fabulous. I had suspected 
this was the case. 



I mutter nonsense syllables as I pull my coat on, and walk to 
the shop at the end of the road, where I buy an instant 
noodle meal, a newspaper, and more whisky. 

The instant noodle meal is bland, and the newspaper is 
annoying, but the whisky is better than the other whisky 
was, and seems to clear my headache, for a while at least. 

I end up getting even more drunk than before and dozing off 
in the chair again, the newspaper spread unread across my 
knees. I wake with a start at about four in the morning, cold 
and aching, with an extremely unpleasant drunken 
wooshing between my ears making it hurt whenever I move 
my head. 

I somehow make it over to my bed and lie there, fully 
clothed, groaning, feeling my head sink endlessly and 
drunkenly down into the cold depths of the pillow. 

VI 


I wake with an erection, which makes me think of Beth, 
which makes me feel sad, cold and alone, which makes my 
erection subside. Wincing as I rise and am forced to move 
my head, I stumble over to the kettle and watch it boil, 
doggedly trying to ignore my hangover. 

Armed with tea I sit in my chair and flick through 
yesterday's paper. A headline I hadn't seen before catches 
my eye. 

"Two Found Dead In Brighton Mystery Car" 

By the headline are two photographs of people about my 
age, both with dreadlocks. They are named as Jason Reeves, 
34, and Annie Fry, 28. Oh. My. God. 



Jason and Annie. 

What the hell? 

I reread the article. 

"Brighton police today named the couple found dead in a 
parked car earlier this week as Jason Reeves, 34, and Annie 
Fry, 28, both of Brighton. The cause of death was still 
unknown, a spokesman said, and confirmed that the police 
are regarding the death as suspicious. "We are appealing to 
the public for any information that might shed light on this 
case," said the police spokesman. Anyone with such 
information is requested to call Brighton CID on 01234- 
567890." 


VII 

My head spins. I read the article for a third time, and stare 
for a while at the pictures. It's definitely them. I feel a cold 
chill. 

I call Beth. To my surprise, she answers. 

"Hi," she says. 

"Hi." 

"Hi. Oh. It's you. What do you want?" 

"Have you heard? About Jason and Annie." 

"Heard what?" 

"Oh you haven't heard. Are you sitting down? I just read it in 
the paper. They were found dead in a parked car in Brighton 
earlier this we., hello?" 



She has hung up on me. 

Five minutes later, my phone rings and it is her. 

"Sorry about that," she says as I answer, offering no 
explanation. "It's terrible isn't it, about Jason and Annie." 

"Yes," I say. "I..." 

"What," she asks, gently. 

"Well," I say. "I... I don't know." 

"No, go on." Her voice is coaxing. 

"Do you kn.. have any idea what., what might have 
happened?" 

"Doesn't look like anyone knows," she says. "Wait. What are 
you trying to say?" 

"Nothing," I stammer. 

"Well I certainly had nothing to do with it, if that's what 
you're suggesting," she tells me. She makes a noise like a 
small bassoon. "Is that what you think of me, then?" 

"Hell no, not at all, of course not," I begin, but she cuts me 
off. 

"My bet is it was just a bad batch of pills. They were both 
munching pills like they were Smarties, you know. All the 
time. Either way, you have nothing to worry about." 

"Anyway." Her voice softens. "Thankyou for telling me. I 
really hadn't heard. Take care Adam, I have to go now. Ok?" 


"Ok," I mumble, as she hangs up. 



VIII 


That night I go out drinking with a vengeance. It is Friday 
night, and everybody else seems to be doing the same 
thing, though I am the only one drinking alone. 

I don't care. 

I do a random walk from pub to pub, having a pint in each 
then tossing a coin to see if I would go to the next pub or 
stay and have a whisky. 

I end up at Garlic and Shots, a heavy metal goth bar 
somewhere in town where I am the only person not dressed 
entirely in black with dyed black hair. I don't care. The beer 
isn't great, but the beer isn't the point. The point is that they 
serve a number of extremely evil alcoholic concoctions, 
including one known as Harley Davidson Oil, which consists 
of a mixture of Jack Daniels, Southern Comfort and 
Jagermeister in a shot glass. 

I prop up the bar, a beer and Harley Davidson Oil before me. 
The music is loud and insistent, angular and angry. The 
place is decorated with skulls and weapons, and there is a 
leering life-size zombie in one corner. I am lost in the music. 

It is calming me. 


IX 

I was told, the last time I came here, that it is not possible to 
drink more than three Harley Davidson Oils. I tried then, and 
failed. I am on my second now. I down it and lean forward, 
trying to catch the attention of the pretty goth girl behind 
the bar and order another. 



Eventually, she comes over to me, and leans forward. I hold 
up the empty shot glass. She looks at the glass, then at me, 
then at the glass again, and she shrugs, turning to select the 
right concoction bottle from the rack arrayed before her. 

"She left you again, did she," says, or rather yells the girl, 
over the music, as she hands me my drink and smiles at me, 
her eyes heavy with mascara. 

"Huh?" I reply. 

"Last time you were here was ages ago, about six months I 
think," the girl says, "You got very drunk and told everyone 
that your girlfriend had just left you." 

"Yeah," I say, glumly. "She left me again. Different she, 
though." 

"Ah well," says the girl, regarding me with deep sympathy. 
"That'll be two pounds fifty please. I'm sure you'll get over 
it." 

"Thanks," I say, paying. 


X 

I believe I finished the third Harley Davidson Oil, but I 
cannot be sure, for I have absolutely no memory whatsoever 
of the end of the evening. 

I was in Garlic and Shots, and the next thing I know I was 
here, at home again, lying fully clothed on my bed staring at 
the ceiling, suddenly wide awake and desperately thirsty. I 
can't remember what happened in between. It's blank. 



There is a glass of water by the bed. Thank God. It hurts like 
hell to move at all, but I force myself to lean up a little and 
to navigate the water to my mouth. My mouth and throat are 
dry, and I can feel the water running all the way down my 
gullet until it hits my stomach, which feels like a small oiled 
cannonball. 

I lie back, feeling dizzy and stupid and ashamed. Why did I 
need to go out and do that to myself? Why do I have no 
memory of what happened? 

Because that's what happens when you drink that much, a 
voice tells me. 

"Thanks," I tell the voice. 



Chapter Fourteen 

I 


I wake to the sound of bells. There is a church in the same 
road as the house my bedsit is in, and sometimes, on 
Saturdays, when they have weddings in there, they go a bit 
bezerk with the bells. Like right now. 

Each peal feels like a hammer blow to my skull, but I dare 
not move from the hangover, and I lie there, gritting my 
teeth as the ringing goes on. The vibrations of the bells 
seem to permeate my entire body. It would almost be like a 
massage if I wasn't feeling so unpleasantly hungover and 
achey. 

It takes me some time to realise that the bells have stopped 
ringing. They have beaten their rhythms into me and 
continue to echo around my head long after all the wedding 
guests have departed and the bellringers gone home. 

When the phone rings, it takes a while until I can actually 
hear it properly, by which time I've missed the call. As I am 
boiling the kettle, I hear the phone beep, and find I have an 
answerphone message. 

I sip my tea and listen to the message. 

"Hello, Peter Chapman here. Sorry to call you on a weekend 
like this, Adam, but it is quite urgent. Could you give me a 
call on 0208-321-0402 when you get this message. Thanks. 
Bye." 


Peter Chapman? What on earth does he want? 



II 


I am in no hurry to get back to him, it being Saturday, so I 
wash, and do some yoga, with the full intention of ringing 
him afterwards. The instant that I come out of the yoga, 
however, the phone rings, and I find myself answering it in a 
sudden rush of hope that it might be Beth. 

Of course it isn't Beth. 

"Hello Adam," says Peter Chapman. "Sorry to ring you at 
home like this. There's a couple of things I need to talk to 
you about." 

"That's ok," I say. 

"Firstly, just to confirm that you're ok for Monday. You'll be 
reporting to me again, to start with, so just come in as 
before. You should have got an email from the agency 
confirming the details. If you haven't, you'll get it today. I'd 
be grateful if you could just send a reply confirming you've 
got it, and copying me." 

"Wha..." I tell him, but he carries straight on. 

"Secondly, I don't know if you heard the news about that 
couple found dead in a car in Brighton, but it turns out they 
were both members of the Society of Mysteries, and that 
might be even worse news for us, so to speak. So we're 
having a meeting this evening at Mystery Hall, at six, and 
we'd be very glad to see you there. Very glad indeed. Do you 
think you'll be able to make it?" 


Er..." I mumble meaninglessly. 



"I do understand that it's short notice, Adam, but I'm worried 
that we might have a little trouble with the press, and so on, 
so really please do make it if you can. It's pretty important." 

"Ok," I say, eventually, unable to think of any other 
response. 

"Great," he says. "I'll see you later then, at six. Bye now." 

He hangs up. 


Ill 

The afternoon passes by in a complete haze. I briefly 
contemplate ringing a couple of old friends, but realise that I 
don't really want to talk to anyone right now, which ringing 
people would probably require. I certainly don't want to 
drink anything. Ever again. As long as I live. Not another 
drop. 

Not for now, at least, and not tonight, either, with any luck. 
I'm drinking way too much as it is. 

I take a deliberately circuitous route to the Mystery Hall, 
taking three buses instead of two, but I have plenty of time 
to spare, and the rhythm of the buses lulls me into a 
pleasant stupor. My headache begins to fade a little. 

I arrive at Mystery Hall at about quarter to six, but it is 
already open, and I go up the stairs to find the whole place 
full of subdued shy-seeming people I do not recognise, 
milling around. Two of the rooms on this floor seem to be 
open today - the room the study group was in and another 
room. Two other doors remain closed. 


IV 



As I am standing hesitantly at the top of the stairs, Peter 
Chapman emerges from one of the two closed doors and 
comes over to welcome me with an outstretched hand. 

"Glad you could make it Adam, thanks for coming," he says 
shaking my hand and eyeing me carefully. "Do you want a 
drink? That's through here." 

He indicates the second of the two open rooms. 

"We'll be starting in about fifteen minutes," he continues. 
"Oh Lily, hi." This last is addressed to a spot directly above 
and behind my right shoulder, and I turn to see Lily standing 
behind me, looking as if she has been crying a lot. 

"Oh Peter," she says, stepping forward to meet him, "it's so 
horrible," and they hug in one natural motion. 

I decide now is not the greatest of times to say hello to Lily 
and thread my way through the hall and the room where the 
drinks are, hoping that 'drinks' includes 'coffee'. 

It does. Joy. There is an urn marked 'Coffee', and a pile of 
cups and saucers. There are even biscuits. 

I sip the coffee. Damn, it's good. I wasn't expecting that. A 
slow smile spreads across my face, and I momentarily catch 
the eye of a woman across the other side of the room. Her 
eyes twinkle behind rimless glasses and she smiles back at 
me. 

"I should hope so," she seems to be saying. 


v 



"You seem very relaxed," says Lily, out of the blue. She is 
leaning against table just beside me, a full cup of steaming 
coffee in her hand. 

"The coffee is good," I say, feeling the absurdity of it as I 
hear the words out loud. 

She laughs. 

"Well yes," she tells me. "It's specially brewed by the Inner 
Adept! themselves, you know." 

"They're certainly doing something right, anyway," I say, but 
she cuts across me. 

"How's Beth?" she asks. 

"Ah." My face falls through the floor, through the next floor, 
and down into the disused cellar of the shop below. 

"Oh," says Lily. "Something happen?" 

"Well," I say. "Yes. No. Yes. I mean, we're not seeing each 
other at the moment." 

"Oh," says Lily. "Well you were seeing her the last time I 
spoke to you, so something must have happened." 

"You're a treasure, Lily," I say to her. "I want to thank you for 
talking this through with me." 

She smiles at me oddly. 

"I heard she got signed," she says. 

"Yeah, that's right. Signed. She did." 

"Wow." 



Our conversation is cut short by a general wave of people 
sitting down and ushering each other to sit down, which 
seems to take ages, but eventually we are all sat, facing a 
row of seven empty chairs on a raised platform at one side of 
the room. 


VI 

A bell rings, and a door opens, and seven people in white 
cowls, their hoods up, walk across to take their chairs. When 
they are all sat, the one sitting in the middle looks across at 
the others, then stands up and throws back her cowl. It is 
Dora. She seems immensely calm, but her eyes glint with a 
thorough determination. 

"Good evening," she says. 

Then she says something unintelligible for a while. I have no 
idea what she is saying, but everyone else seems to 
understand, and interject once or twice with more words 
that are unintelligible. The last one sounds a little like 
'Amen', but I can't be sure. 

All at once she has switched back to English. 

"It's been a long time since we've had to call a meeting like 
this," says Dora, "and I want to thank all of you who have 
been able to manage to come at such short notice. 

"What I want to say to you is this. Most of you will probably 
have heard the tragic news about Jason and Annie, the two 
young members of our Order who were found dead in 
Brighton. 


"We've been advised by the police that they don't currently 
think it has anything to do with us, they think it was 



probably to do with drugs that Jason and Annie were taking, 
and they know that we have nothing to do with that kind of 
thing. 

"As far as we know, the press have not yet got hold of the 
information that Jason and Annie were members of the 
Order, but the police have also advised us that they are 
likely to get hold of that information pretty soon, at which 
point, depending on how desperate they get for a story, 
there's a tiny chance that any one of you might be 
approached. 

"What we are asking you do to is to remember the oaths you 
have taken, and to politely but firmly refer any press 
inquiries to us." 


VII 


"Are there any questions?" 

A young man with a long black ponytail stands up lazily. 

"Yeah," he says. "I've got a question." 

"Go on, Dave," says Dora. 

"Where's your daughter? Where's Beth?" 

There is a harsh agression in his voice, but Dora handles it 
with aplomb, waving him to sit with a languid motion of her 
hand. 

"I'm afraid I don't know Dave, any more than you do," she 
tells him, in a hypnotically mollifying tone. "I agree, it's a 
shame that she's not here this evening. On the other hand, 
there were many people that weren't able to make it this 



evening. While I'm talking about them, could I ask you all to 
tell anyone you know who wasn't here tonight what you just 
heard from me. That way, we'll be sure we don't have any 
more... nasty surprises." 


VIII 

Dave seems unconvinced by this answer, and there is a 
hubbub of muttering from the group of people sitting around 
him. Dora reduces them to silence with another wave of her 
hand. 

"Are there any... other... questions?" she asks. 

No-one says a word. 

"Thankyou," she says, and launches into the nonsense 
syllables again for a sentence or so. This time everyone does 
seem to chime in with 'Amen' at the end, whereupon the 
other six cowled people on the platform rise and disappear 
through the door by the platform, closing it behind them as 
they leave. 

There is an instant hubbub of conversation around me, and 
people start rising, collecting their coats and one another, 
and milling around once again. 

I decide to have another coffee before attempting anything 
reckless like walking down stairs, and am about to fill my 
cup when I feel a tap on my shoulder and a voice says "Hey." 

I turn to find Dave standing there with a not particularly 
friendly look. 


"You're a friend of Beth's aren't you," he says. 



IX 


"I am?" I tell him. "News to me." 

I turn back to my coffee cup and fill it. 

"Hey," he says again, more insistently. "I saw you. I saw you 
with her. In Brighton, last week. Last Saturday. Remember?" 

"Oh that," I say. "Yeah. That. That happened." 

"At the club, right?" 

"Club?" I can feel my headache coming back. 

"Yeah. What's it called - Escape from Suburbia or something. 
Anyway. You were there. With Beth. And with..." His voice 
tails off, and I shake my head. 

"Look man," I say, "Yeah, I was in Brighton with Beth last 
week, but I was totally out of it that night and really don't 
remember much, but anyway I really don't see what 
business of yours any of that might be. I really don't want to 
talk about it right now. Is that alright with you?" 

He stares me levelly in the eyes. 

"No," he says. "That's not alright with me." he says. "You 
don't have to talk to me about it. But you might have to talk 
to the police about it." 

I stare back at him, equally levelly. 

"What are you saying?" I ask. 

He says nothing. 



We glaring at one another in silence for a while, 
unconsciously squaring off. Lily comes over and throws her 
arms around Dave. 


"Da-ave," she says nuzzling his neck despite his increasingly 
feeble attempts to push her away, "leave Adam alone and 
take me home, won't you?" 

She turns to me. 

"Bye Adam," she says. 

"Yeah. Bye Lily," I say. "Bye Dave." 

X 

As I am leaving I am stopped in the hallway by Dora. 

"Oh Adam," she gushes, "I'm so glad you could make it. 
Thank you for coming today. Did you get the book?" 

"I did, yes," I tell her. "Thank you for that." 

"Oh, it's my pleasure," she replies. "Send my love to Beth, 
won't you. Are you seeing her tonight?" 

"No," I say. "Not tonight." 

I haven't the heart to tell her any more, and wishing her 
goodbye, I leave Mystery Hall, feeling tired and battered. 

I go home via the shop on the corner, but only buy 
cigarettes, because I really don't want to drink again 
tonight, and I am also no longer feeling angry and depressed 
enough to consider instant noodle mix 'food', though I am 
not far from it, and I consider it for a while. 



Instead I go home and order a pizza delivery. I am feeling 
very fragile and melancholy. I miss Beth. I try to put her out 
of my mind, and struggle with the opening chapters of the 
Secrets of the Society of Mysteries, as written by her mother. 

When the pizza arrives, it is unusally perfect. I wash it down 
with a large glass of fresh tap water. I read a little longer, 
and get to bed before midnight, by which time I am weeping 
silently and uncontrollably. I briefly try and restrain the 
weeping, then think, no, I should let it go. I weep myself to 
sleep in silence. 



Chapter Fifteen 

I 

It is Sunday afternoon, and I am drinking coffee, when I 
notice a long blonde hair on the back of my coat hanging 
up. That's not my hair. That must be one of Beth's hairs. 

It occurs to me that in the event that I was to be so stupid as 
to attempt to perform some kind of ritual to get Beth back. 

I'd need something that belonged to her. Like a hair or 
something. 

I try to put the thought out of my mind, and sip at my coffee. 

I am absolutely not going to attempt anything of the sort. 
Just to be certain, I flick through first the contents and then 
the index of Secrets of the Society of Mysteries. Nope, 
nothing. 

The next thing I know, I am on my knees before my 
bookcase, checking that none of the other books I own 
happen to contain any examples of Low Magic in this way. 

No, none of them do. 

I sit back in my chair and light a cigarette. 

I don't believe it is ever a good idea to actually perform 
rituals that are intended to mess with other people's lives 
like this. I can't believe that I am even considering it. I am 
astonished at myself. I retreive the hair, which is strong and 
thick, and start absently winding it around my finger. 

What the hell am I doing? I open the drawer in the table 
containing my altar things, and remove a small box 



containing a bunch of small crystals. I remove the hair from 
around my finger and place it in the box. I put the box away. 

There. Gone. 

I feel vaguely disgusted with myself. 

II 

The phone rings, and my heart does flip-flops. It is not Beth. 
"Hello," I say. 

"Hi mate. It's Simon. You sound happy." 

"Fabulous, yeah. You sound stoned." 

"Yeah, I am." Simon laughs. "Haven't spoken to you in ages. 
What you been up to?" 

"Oh, not much. Temp work. Data entry. Getting dumped." 

"Oh mate, that's shit." 

"Yeah. How about you?" 

"Yeah, you know. The usual. Parties, signing on, trying to 
write." 

"You never tell me about any of these parties." 

"You never come to any of these parties." 

"True." 

"Anyway, I haven't seen you in ages so I thought I'd ring and 
say hello. What are you up to this week?" 



"Got a new job starting tomorrow, other than that, not a lot." 
"Oh, right." 

There is a silence. 

"Adam," says Simon. "Question. Have you ever heard of a 
group called the Society of Mysteries?" 

"Woah," I say immediately. 

"Do I take that as a yes?" 

"Uh, yes. Jesus. What on earth made you ask that?" 

"Oh, there was a bloke who stayed round the squat this 
weekend talking about them. Runs their Brighton branch 
apparently." 

"Dave?" I say, guessing. 

"That's right, yeah. You know him?" 

"I've, er, met him. If it's the guy I think. Ponytail." 

"That's right. Anyway, I thought I'd ask you about it because 
I know you know about these things." 

"Me," I say, "I don't know shit. I really don't." 

He laughs. 

"Whatever. So, what are they all about?" 

I am silent a while, not sure what to say. 

"Don't want to tell me over the phone?" he says. 



We both laugh. 

"Tell you what, let's meet up for a drink this week," I say. 

"Ok. I'm free tomorrow and Thursday." 

"Alright, tomorrow, then. I'd say tonight but there's this 
party. You want to come?" 

"Nah, I've got to work tomorrow." 

"See, I said you never come to these things." 

"Whatever." 


III 

The day passes in a hungover melancholic daze. I weep a 
bit, reread The Little Prince, weep some more, then wash and 
do some yoga. 

As I am relaxing after the yoga, lying in the corpse position, 
trying to clear my mind, I hear a car pull up outside with the 
radio blaring. They are playing Simon and Garfunkel's 
version of Scarborough Fair. 

Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme. 

"You could do it," you know, says a voice in my head. "You've 
got those herbs in the kitchen. Mix them up and burn them 
with that hair. Then she'll be a true love of mine. Ha." 

IV 

I try to let the thought go, but it does not go. I feel disgusted 
and ashamed for even thinking this, but I also feel a small 



surge of something electric in my heart. What if it worked? 


I am relaxing now. I should not be thinking about anything. I 
let my mind blank completely and relax a little more, but 
later, as I am dressing, I find myself wondering if I really do 
have all four of those herbs in the kitchen. 

No harm just having a look, is there? 

In a little while, I am standing in the kitchen part of the 
bedsit, waiting for the kettle to boil, standing in front of the 
shelf with the herbs. Parsley, yes. Rosemary, yes. Thyme, 
yes. Basil, bay leaves, pepper, garlic powder, chilli powder, 
cumin, turmeric, paprika. No. No sage. 

The kettle boils, and I discover I also have no milk. I pop 
down to the shop and, feeling as if I am in a dream, I find 
myself buying a small pot of dried sage as well as the milk. 

I need to get sage anyway. After all, sage protects against 
negative influences. I can't remember where, but I have 
definitely read that somewhere. 

I get home, and place the sage on the shelf, next to the 
thyme. On impulse I sort them into order - Parsley, Sage, 
Rosemary, Thyme. 

I make tea. 


v 

I am kneeling before my altar, in my robe. The smoke from 
the mix of herbs and hair in the bowl before me does not 
smell pleasant. 



If it be for your highest good and for my highest good, I 
think. Beth. 


There is a small blue flash from the bowl, and when I close 
my eyes, I see more blue flashes. I can almost feel Beth here, 
in the room. I can hear her voice. 

"Just what the FUCK do you think you are doing," I hear her 
saying. "Get out of my head!" 

I open my eyes, feeling suddenly sick. The bowl is full of 
ashes and no more smoke is rising. I feel drained. 

I am struck with the chilling certainty that I really oughtn't 
have done this at all. I clasp my hands and close my eyes. 

Let my intentions be pure, let only my pure intentions have 
results, let... 

"Yeah," says Beth's voice, in my head. "Pure." 

"Now who's in who's head?" I tell her. 

She seems to go away. 

I complete the ritual and clear the altar things away, feeling 
my body ache. I am flushed and hot, and wonder if I don't 
have a temperature again. But the thermometer seems to 
say I am normal. 

I don't know. 


VI 

After an early night, I dream of devils and inverted 
pentagrams, and wake up scared shitless at about four in 
the morning, my heart racing. The nightmare is unpleasant 



enough that I really don't want to go back to sleep, so I put 
my dressing gown on and switch on the computer. 


I brush some dust off the keyboard and the monitor. Haven't 
used this in a while. The dial-up internet connection still 
seems to work, at least, and after about half-an-hour, my 
email finishes downloading. There is precisely one email that 
is not spam, which is from the agency, telling me about the 
new job. 

Report to Peter Chapman, same place as before, blah blah. 

I briefly consider setting my clock back before I send my 
reply, but realise this would then mean I was replying to a 
message before it had actually arrived, which would make it 
obvious. No, I won't bother. I type out my bland confirmation 
and send it. Done. 

I come offline. 

It's quarter to five in the morning, and it's Monday. I'm not 
exactly wide awake, but I don't want to sleep. I am sitting in 
front of my computer. 

The thought of wanking briefly crosses my mind but I blot it 
out. No. I will play a game. 


VII 

I am running around a nameless installation, armed with a 
pistol, ready to blast anything that moves to hell. I have a 
vicious, if slightly stupid attack dog with me. I sneak up by a 
wall, and wait. A man with a rifle comes down some stairs, 
just out of view. I shoot him. Another man follows. I shoot 
him too. 



I sidestep away from the wall and shoot quickly, once to the 
left, once to the right. My vision reddens and I am hit. Missed 
the one on the left. I swing round and shoot again. Got him. 
The dog is going bezerk. I am going bezerk. I run around in 
ridiculous circles, collecting the rifles, helmets, blue vials of 
health and shiny green body armour. 

I leave that area and head down a corridor, rifle at the ready. 
Open the door and bam, bam bam. Three men fall dead 
straight in front of me. Now in quickly, to the right, shoot, 
bam. Got him, but I am hit from behind, I spin, shoot again. 
Slide to the left, another one. Bam. He falls. Round the 
corner, and again. Bam. Got him. That's all in this area, I 
think. I collect the ammo and objects and slide slowly down 
the corridor leading to the path across the slime pond. 

I clear that area, and the area behind it in a burst of running 
and shooting, then come back and clear the hidden areas. 
After all the monsters are killed, I spend some time 
wandering around looking for my dog, who has ended up 
getting trapped by its own lack of intelligence into a corner 
somewhere. Seeing me it perks up, stops running around in 
circles, and follows me through the exit. 

I chop my way through the beginning of the next level 
easily, and collect the nail gun and chainsaw. I forget to 
switch weapons back, though, and end up caught in the 
maze by three soldiers and a monster. I chainsaw two of the 
soldiers, but the third one gets me, and my vision spins to 
the floor in a red haze. 

Ok, I think, my heart pounding. That's enough Doom for 
another six months. 


VIII 



I shower, do some more yoga, and sit in silent meditation for 
a while, which calms me down, and realise that if I leave 
now, I will have time for breakfast at the caff before being 
actually on time for work for once in my life. 

On the way to the caff I buy a paper, and scan through it for 
any news from Brighton. Here. 

"Mystery Brighton Pair Were 'Secret Satanists' 

"The Brighton couple found dead in a car this week 
belonged to a satanic secret society called the Society of 
Mysteries, according to their local vicar. 

The Reverend Peter Chapman told our reporter that he was 
aware of the existence of a Society of Mysteries coven, or 
branch, in Brighton, and that Jason Reeves and Annie Fry 
had both been members. "We discovered who they were 
when they tried to hire our church hall for a meeting," he 
told us, "When we found out what it was for, we asked them 
to find somewhere else. They were very polite about it, and 
seemed very sincere, though I did try to warn them against 
what they were involved with. It's such a terrible tragedy, for 
them and their families." 

Police refused to confirm or deny whether this new 
information had any bearing on the current status of their 
investigation, and repeated to us their request for members 
of the public who do know what happened to Jason and to 
Annie, or who might have seen them in the days prior to 
their disappearance and death, to come forward and contact 
Brighton CID in confidence on 01234-567890." 


IX 



I arrive at Peter Chapman's office slightly before he does, 
and he opens the door with a newspaper under his arm and 
a grim expression on his face. 

"Ah Adam," he says. "Good morning. I'm afraid we haven't 
got a login for you yet, so you'll be twiddling your thumbs 
until lunch time. Get me a coffee would you, white with one, 
then come back and I'll explain to you a few things." 

X 

I am tired, but the coffee fortifies me, and I do my best not to 
zone out as Peter Chapman explains to me in a dull voice 
that I will be reporting directly to him, and that I will be 
working on special projects that he would give me. He also 
seems to be half-asleep. Maybe this won't be so bad. 

My eyes stop glazing over when he tells me that he isn't 
going to introduce me to the rest of the technical team 
today for two reasons, firstly that they didn't actually work 
in this building, and secondly, that he doesn't want me to 
meet them yet, for reasons which, he said, would become 
clear as time went on. My heart sinks and my throat 
tightens. What the hell kind of poison-chalice role have I just 
let myself in for? I calm myself down, and breathe deeply. 

I'm about to find out. 

He hands me a sheaf of documentation and tells me to 
spend the morning reading it over. He'll meet me again after 
lunch, by which time the login should be working, and he'll 
be able to show me around the system a bit. 

I nod sagely, sitting at my coffee. 

After a while he says, "Did you see the paper today?" 



"I did, yes," I say. "It said that Jason and Annie were 
satanists." 

He frowns. 

"Maybe they were, Adam." 



Chapter Sixteen 

I 

"So how's your new job then?" says Simon. He is dishevelled 
as ever, his long curly hair pulled back in a pony tail and 
wearing, I swear, the same grey jumper as the last time I saw 
him, months ago. The pub, his local, is small and dark. I like 
it. 

"A nightmare," I tell him, taking a large swig of my pint. 

"God it's good to get to the pub after a hard day's work." 

"Better watch it mate," says Simon, "this is only the first 
day." 

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," I tell him. "Anyway. So what have you 
been up to?" 

"Fighting, mainly." 

"Fighting?" 

"For the squat. We had a little trouble with the guy who 
owns it. He's been off in the South of France for the last ten 
years, but he turned up in London a couple of months back 
and started trying to make us leave." 

"What happened?" 

"Well, we made it clear to him that we weren't going to leave 
without putting up a fight, that he'd left the building empty 
for ten years and that we'd made it into a community centre 
blah blah blah, and while yeah, he probably would win in the 
end, we're pretty sure he's decided it wouldn't necessarily 
be worth his while, right now." 



"And? 


"And he went away again. Back in the South of France now, 
apparently. Vive Marseilles, or whatever." 

"Marseilles?" 

"I don't know. Wherever." 


II 

"Anyway," says Simon. "What is it you're actually doing? 
This job thing." 

"I don't know yet. Something to do with databases." 

"Oh right. What's the company called?" 

I think for a moment, and realise I am not sure. I tell Simon 
so, and he laughs. 

"I got the job through an agency," I protest. 

"Didn't they tell you the name of the company? They always 
used to do that when I did temping, years ago. Helps when 
you're trying to find the place." 

"Yeah, they did tell me, but I forgot." 

"Alright then, what do they do, this Mystery Company X?" 
says Simon, still laughing. 

I think a moment more and realise that I have no idea. 

Simon is by now in hysterics. 

"Sorry, Adam. Sheesh," he finally manages to spit out. "So. 
You're working for a company you don't know the name of. 



who do something you don't know what, and for the 
moment, you don't know what you're doing. Is the money 
good?" 

"It's not bad," I say. 

He snorts. 

"It better be," he says. "Seriously, what is it? Like a bank or 
something?" 

"I don't think it's a bank, no. Definitely something financial 
sector, though. Insurance maybe? Whatever it is, they have 
lots of databases and number crunching to do. I was doing 
data entry for them before they gave me this new job." 

"Oh," Simon whistles softly. "Ri-ight." 

He nods. 

"Yeah," I say, "You're right. I'm basically sucking Satan's cock 
in a blindfold. I know." 

"Your words not mine," says Simon. 

Ill 

"Anyway," says Simon. "Who's this Dave, and why is he 
staying with me?" 

"I was going to ask you that." 

"And what about this Society of Mysteries thing? What's 
that?" 


"Well," I say with a sigh, "it's some kind of occult study 
group. With grades and ceremonies and initiations. I've..." 



I stop. 

"You've?" asks Simon. 

I say nothing. 

"You've what?" Simon says. 

"I've... well... been to a couple of their meetings." 

"Well good for you," says Simon. "I mean, you need to get 
out more." 

"Thanks," I say. 

"I'm sorry but you do. Cheers." 

We clink glasses, and drink. 

"Your good health," I say. 

"Anyway," says Simon, with a grin, "do these people have 
the secret of Life, the Universe and Everything?" 

I grin back. 

"Dunno," say I. 

"But there are cute women at the meetings. I'll bet," says 
Simon. "And Dave's in charge of the Brighton branch." 

"Is he?" say I. 

"That's what he told me," says Simon, finishing his pint, and 
handing me the glass. "Your round, I think. I'll have the same 
again." 



I down mine in turn and head for the bar, lost in thought and 
frowning. I haven't told Simon about Beth yet. Maybe I 
shouldn't. 


IV 

"Anyway," says Simon, as I return with the pints. "Ta. What 
about this girl who's dumped you? The silly bint. She'll 
regret it, you know. Don't you worry." 

"She's not a silly bint," say I. "She... oh." 

"Oh dear," says Simon. "Dear oh dear." 

"Yeah well," I say. "You know. It's stupid really. I wasn't seeing 
her for that long, and..." 

"How long?" 

"I don't know, a few weeks, a month, or something. Anyway, 
not much happened, and..." 

"You slept with her, though?" 

"Yes. And then she got signed and said she was very..." 

"She got what?" 

"Signed. She got signed." 

"Signed as in record company signed?" 

"Signed as in yes she's a musician and a singer and a very 
good one, and it so happened that she just got signed, yes." 


"Wow," says Simon. 



"Which she took as her cue to tell me goodbye," say I. "She 
told me that now that she'd got signed she was going to be 
very busy and that was why she wasn't going to be able to 
see me any more. That was a couple of days ago, I think. 
Thursday, even. Yeah. Signed on Tuesday, dumped me on 
Thursday." 

"Woah," says Simon. "That's got to hurt." 

"Ow," say I. 

"Your health," says Simon, raising his glass. 

"Cheers." 

We drink in silence for a while. 

V 

"I don't care," says Simon. "I still say she's a silly bint. A silly 
signed bint. What's her name?" 

"Beth," I say. "Beth." 

"Bethbeth," says Simon. "Catchy." 

I growl, and he stops laughing. 

"Ok, ok," he says. "Sorry. I don't even want to ask what her 
surname is. I'm scared you'll tell me you don't know." 

I say nothing and frown furiously. 

"Aw, come on," says Simon. "You know I'm only joking. 

Come, let's finish these and go for a smoke. I've got some 
nice weed at the moment." 



We drink up and go back to the squat. The place is clean 
and has a hallway full of leaflets and posters. There is large 
room with a piano, a sound system and a bar; there are 
various smaller rooms upstairs and along a corridor. 

Simon's room is upstairs. The place is an explosion of books, 
papers and assorted dismantled computers spread over 
every available surface and the floor area. Bits of mattress 
poke through the piles of papers on one side, which Simon 
sweeps aside into the larger pile at the foot of the mattress. 

He lifts a pile of papers by the bed to reveal a small wooden 
box, and opens the lid. Inside is a small plastic bag 
containing something gnarled and green. Simon opens the 
bag and holds it out to me. 

"Smell that," he says. 

We proceed to sit down and get very stoned. 

VI 

I am still feeling pleasantly dreamy when I get into work the 
next morning. The coffee almost tastes good to me. 

Peter Chapman is not in this morning, but he has left me a 
small task which has to do with fixing something in and 
adding something to one of the databases. The task is 
clearly set out in the specification he has given me, and it is 
obvious that I don't actually need to know what the whole 
thing is for, I just need to write the code needed to complete 
the task. 


And they are paying me in money. I'll be able to move to a 
larger bedsit. Or get a new computer. Or something. 



I reread the specification. I am prevaricating. I have opened 
a new file, and written some comments at the top, but I 
haven't actually written any code yet. 

I won't have to tell people I'm a temp any more. I feel a small 
surge of something shiver down my spine. I'll be able to tell 
people I'm a programmer again. Except women, where I'm 
still probably better off lying and saying I'm a temp. 

I laugh to myself and sip my coffee. Enough of this 
nonsense. I have code to write. 

VII 

Peter Chapman arrives at about three o'clock in the 
afternoon, looking extremely hassled. After a while he 
emerges from his office looking a great deal calmer, gets a 
coffee, and comes over to me. 

"Ah Adam," he says, clearly making some effort to appear 
relaxed. "Do you have a moment?" 

"I do," I tell him. 

"In my office," he says, leading the way. 

We sit down in his office, and he leans back in his chair and 
stares at me in silence for a moment, sipping at his coffee. 
The light glints off his Motorhead tie-pin, and I wish I had 
brought my coffee in with me. 

"Actually, could you shut the door please," he says, at 
length. "No, don't worry. I'll do it." He closes the door and 
returns to his seat. 



"What I have to say to you doesn't leave these four walls, 
ok? I spoke to the police today, Adam. All the seniors in the 
Order have. Turns out these two Brighton kids were very 
involved in the Order and had been for some time. 

"We've been co-operating fully with enquiries, and all that, 
and the police have told us that they're pretty sure it was 
drugs now, and that no matter what bullshit they might 
print in the papers, they are satisfied that we are just a 
study group with a hierarchy that organises and performs 
regular rituals and ceremonies, and that we are not 
Satanists, do not worship Satan, and have nothing in any 
way against the Church any more than we have against the 
Buddhists or the Mormons. And why should we? 

"Nor are we in favour of being found dead in cars, as we 
have told the police, which is why we are happy to co¬ 
operate with them. We have nothing to hide. And so on." 

VIII 

"Anyway," says Peter Chapman. "The point is, that there is a 
very tiny outside chance that the police may also ask to talk 
to you. In which case, I want to ask you to be sure that you 
do as we have all done, that you co-operate fully with their 
enquiries." 

"I will," I say. "If I, er, need to." 

"Quite," says Peter Chapman. "And at the same time as co¬ 
operating fully with their enquiries, remember, there's no 
need to tell them about the fact that we happen to work 
together, not unless they ask." 


Fine, fine," I say. 



"Also, I want you to remember that you signed a non¬ 
disclosure agreement along with that contract, yesterday." 

"Right," I say, less certainly. 

"Please don't tear either of those documents up." 

Peter Chapman looks thoughtful. 

"I'm sure they don't give a shit what you do at work, 
exactly," he continues, "but if they should ask, just 
remember, you don't need to go into detail, and if they do 
start asking you to tell them anything specific that would 
break the NDA, don't call a lawyer, call me. I'll get you a 
lawyer." 

I nod slowly, digesting this, not really understanding a word. 
There's only a tiny outside chance the police will call on me 
anyway, right, so, can I go back to my code please. 

Peter Chapman smiles at me. He seems relieved. "As I say," 
he says, "there's only a tiny outside chance of it, anyway. 
Well, thanks Adam. How are you doing on that task I gave 
you?" 

"Oh, yeah," I say. "Getting my head round it slowly." 

"Well," says Peter Chapman. "Good. Carry on." 

IX 

I am just getting into the code I am writing when my phone 
rings. Not my mobile, but the one on the desk, which, I 
realise, as I answer it, I have never used before. 


"Hello Adam," says a nasal voice. "I've got the police for you. 
Please hold the line." 



"Thanks," I say. 


The line is passed to a friendly sounding constable, who 
informs me that Brighton CID are investigating the deaths of 
Jason Reeves and Annie Fry, and that they understand that I 
went to a party with them and stayed at their house the 
weekend before they died. They would like me to come 
down to such and such a station and give them a statement. 
Nothing to worry about, just a routine statement. 

I tell him sure, that will be fine, and he tells me that this is 
great, there is no big hurry, I can come straight after work if I 
like. Or, he is implying heavily, without actually saying so, 
whether or not I like. 

"I'll come straight from work," I say. 

X 

"So lets recap," says the policeman for the tenth time. "You 
were with your girlfriend Beth, in London, on Friday night. 
You decided to go to Brighton on Saturday afternoon. You 
got to Brighton Saturday evening, and went to the pub 
where you met Jason and Annie. You went out drinking with 
them, and then you went back to their place, where you and 
Beth stayed the night. You yourself were very drunk, you 
say, and you don't remember much of the evening. When 
you woke up there was no-one there, and you did nothing, 
touched nothing, left the house, found Beth, and drove back 
to London." 

"Yes," I say. 

"What I still don't understand it, how you found Beth. You 
say you didn't ring her?" 



"She was just there on the street," I say. "She'd gone for a 
walk, I was driving down the street, and there she was." 

"I don't know," says the other policeman. 

It is gone midnight. We have been at this for some time. 
Whether or not they are going to keep me in overnight is 
about to become a moot point. 

"Are you charging me with anything?" I ask, for the tenth 
time. 

"No," says the first policeman. "But we do need this 
statement." 

Apparently, they are not happy with the one I have given 
them. Reading it back, nor am I. None of this makes any 
sense to me. 



Chapter Seventeen 

I 

"Dora, you are a star," I say. "Thankyou." 

"What else could I do?" Dora says, beaming at me across the 
cafe table. "I knew the police had both you and Beth, and I 
wasn't going to stand for it. They haven't charged you with 
anything, and there's no reason for them to keep you 
overnight. Either of you." 

She indicates Beth, who is huddled sullenly over a coffee, 
glaring into space. 

"My daughter is innocent," says Dora, firmly, "and I know 
that you too are innocent. So there's no need for the police 
to waste any more of their time or yours." 

I nod, and light another cigarette. I am still feeling very 
shaky. 

"But Beth dear," she goes on, "I do wish you'd tell me what 
happened. I'm sure there's something you haven't told me. 
Shall I ask Adam?" 

"Mum," growls Beth. 

"You see Beth dear," continues Dora, "it's a terrible cliche 
but it's true - a mother knows. I've been dreaming about 
you, dreaming that you were in danger, dreams that left me 
worried, and it's been making me wonder what you've not 
been telling me." 


I sigh. 



"And with the police involved," Dora carries on, "it makes me 
want to stop beating about the bush and ask you if you 
think someone tried to attack you while you were in 
Brighton with Adam last Saturday. Because that's what I 
think happened." 

"Mum I just got signed," says Beth. "I'm under constant 
attack from all sides at the moment." 

Beth glares at me meaningfully, and I redden and look away 
in shame. Dora catches the interaction and frowns at me, 
then looks at Beth. 

"Oh," she says. "I see." 


II 

She turns back to me and fixes me with a withering glare. 

"What have to you done to upset my daughter, Adam?" 

I feel intensely small and look down, unable to think of 
anything to say. 

"He must have done some kind of love spell," says Beth. "I 
know because I felt it. It worked too. I got incredibly horny 
and had to go out and shag someone." 

I didn't think I could possibly feel any smaller, but now I do. 

"Really?" says Dora, unperturbed. "Anyone nice?" 

"Yeah," says Beth. "She was gorgeous. I was supposed to see 
her tonight too, but then the police showed up." 


She? Oh Jesus. I have now become a single dimensionless 
point consisting entirely of embarrassment and shame. 



"Well I think that's terribly funny," says Dora, looking me 
straight in the eye with a severe gaze. "And it serves you 
right Adam. I think that finding out the results of your 
actions is quite punishment enough, but don't... if you ever 
dare do anything so stupid again, we'll..." 

She tails off. 

"Just don't," she says. 

She sighs. 

"How disappointing for you," she tells Beth. 

Ill 


"What I don't understand," continues Dora, half to herself, 

"is why he was bothering with a love spell if you were seeing 
each other... oh, you weren't, any more, were you." 

Beth nods. 

"Not that that excuses anything, mind, Adam," says Dora. 

"Yeah," says Beth, but before she can carry on, her phone 
rings, and she answers it. 

"Yeah," says Beth. "Oh, hi Bea. Good, so you got my 
message. What? Heh, no. I'm with my mum and Adam, in 
some cafe." 

She is silent for a moment, listening. Her whole face has 
changed; not a trace of annoyance seems to remain. 

"What?" She laughs for a while down the phone. "No, that's 
crazy. Yes, it is that one. Sure, why not. Come. Ok. See you 
soon." 



She hangs up the phone, and puts it away with a flourish. 


"That was Bea," she says. "She's just round the corner, and 
she's coming to meet us here." 

Dora beams. 

"How lovely," Dora pronounces. 

We sip our coffees in silence for a few moments, and Bea 
arrives. She is stunning, at least six feet tall, with flashing 
eyes hidden behind huge purple sunglasses, her hair shaved 
very short. 

"Hallo you," she says to Beth, stooping to kiss her demurely 
on the cheek. Bea turns to Dora. "You must be Beth's mum. 
I'm Bea. Nice to meet you." 

"Hello Bea," says Dora, smiling, eyes like gimlets. "Won't you 
sit down? Move up, Adam." 

I shuffle along the bench to make room for Bea, who sits 
down and turns to me. 

"You must be the fool," she says. 

IV 

I take this as my cue to leave, and start mumbling things 
about it being late and fumbling with my coat, but Dora is 
having none of it. 

"No, Adam, please don't leave just yet." She is telling me, 
not asking me. "There's a few things I'd like us to talk about 
first. I know it's late, but if you're worried about transport I 
can give you a lift home." 



"But.." I begin, to no avail. 

"You don't live far from Beth, do you," continues Dora. "So 
that's not out of my way at all. And we should leave soon, to 
let these two enjoy what is left of their evening. But first. I've 
got a few things to say." 

"Mum," begins Beth, but Dora is having none of that either. 

"Don't mum me," she says. "You know perfectly well that I'm 
not going to let anyone or anything attack my daughter for 
any reason, and I want to know what happened. I want to 
talk to Adam about it and I want to talk to you about it. We 
don't have to do that now, but I will tell you now that I am 
your mother and I love you and I am not going to let this go 
until I am happy that you are safe. And I'm not going to do it 
behind your back, you will know that I am doing it." 

"Whoah," says Bea. 
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"So, Adam," continues Dora, sweetly. "If you don't mind, 
would you tell me exactly what did happen to the two of you 
while you were in Brighton?" 

"Well I don't know, really," I say. "We, uh, got there, went for 
a walk along the beach, then went to a pub, where we met 
Jason and Annie, the, er, two who died. We went to some 
club, and I got very, er, drunk. We stayed over at Jason and 
Annie's place, and went home next day. That was all." 


"And did you feel any negativity towards you, or anything 
like that?" 



"Well, no. I got very drunk, and I don't remember much of 
it." 

"Drunk," says Dora. "Hadn't you smoked anything, or taken 
any pills?" 

I smirk, awfully. 

"Ah," says Dora. 

"Maybe just one little pill," I say. 

Everyone laughs. I join in, uneasily. 

"Yeah," says Beth. "We got them off Jason. They were shit." 

"I thought you weren't doing that any more, Beth," says 
Dora. 

"I'm not," says Beth. "Just once in a while." 

"I hardly ever do them," I say. "It doesn't normally do much 
for me. Like this one -1 was just totally out of it and really 
really don't remember anything at all." 

"Oh I see," says Dora. She frowns. "What do you think, Beth? 
Do you think it was just bad pills, or doing you think 
someone was trying something on?" 

"Both," says Beth. 

"Whoa," says Bea. 



"Mum," says Beth, "look. I've been answering questions from 
the police all night. Do I have to answer questions from you 



now as well? 


Dora sighs. 

"I want you to tell me what happened, Beth. If not now, 
some other time." 

"It was that Dave Sharpe," says Beth. "That was what 
happened. He's poisoned Jason and Annie against me, and 
everyone else in Brighton as well." 

"Well I know you never did get on, even as children, you and 
Davie," says Dora. "What do you mean, poisoned them 
against you?" 

"I mean it seemed ok at first," Beth replies, "when we met up 
with Jason and Annie, and the club was just the club - music 
was shit and you couldn't really hear anything. Then we 
went back to their place and it just got... poisonous. First it 
was ok, then it suddenly went all sickly sweet, and I realised 
how false everyone was being, especially to me, and then it 
just got nasty. And I couldn't go anywhere because Adam 
was driving, and he was completely out of it on the sofa. And 
Dave Sharpe was there. Which didn't help." 

VII 

"Beth," says Dora, in a serious tone. "I want to ask you 
something. Did you do anything?" 

"What do you mean, do anything?" replies Beth. 

"I mean, when you felt they were attacking you." 

"No," says Beth. "I can't believe you're even asking me that. 

I wouldn't. I can't. I know." 



"Good," says Dora. "So what did you do?" 


"Well," says Beth, "What could I do? I just made a protective 
space and retreated into it. Next day I made sure Adam was 
safe and he drove us both home. And that was all. I mean 
the news about Jason and Annie is terrible and all that, but 
it's not exactly surprising. There's something really nasty 
going on down there, and Mum, I'm serious, I think you 
should ask Dave Sharpe about it." 

"Dave Sharpe," says Dora. She frowns. "Alright, I'll talk to 
Else." 

There is a pause, as we digest this. 

"Sorry," says Bea, breaking the silence, "but I have to ask. 
Who's Else?" 

"Else is a very old and dear friend of mine, Bea," says Dora. 
"She is a very wise woman who knows about many things." 

Dora nods significantly. 

"She also happens to be Dave Sharpe's mother." 

"Ok," says Bea. "Right." 

"On which note," says Dora. "I think Adam and myself were 
just leaving, don't you?" 

She gets up and gathers her coat and bag. I do the same. 
"Bye mum," says Beth. 

"Bye Beth dear," says Dora. "Come on Adam." 

"Bye Beth, bye, er, Bea," I say awkwardly, finally extricating 
myself from the table. 



"Yeah, bye Adam," says Beth. 
"Bye, fool," says Bea. 


VIII 


Dora and I drive in silence for some time. 

"Adam," she says, eventually, "look. I know you must be 
upset about Beth, but I want to tell you something. If you 
ever, ever do any kind of spell or ritual or ceremony which 
upsets my daughter again, I want you to know that I will 
never again be as lenient with you as I am being now. Do 
you understand me?" 

Her tone is clear and firm. 

I nod, but it is not good enough. 

"Do you understand me, Adam?" 

"Yes," I say. 

"Good." 

She is silent for a while. 

"Actually," she says, "there is something you can do to make 
amends. You heard Beth say she felt she was under attack 
from all sides at the moment, didn't you." 

"I did," I mumble. 

"Well, the next time you do a banishing, banish on her 
behalf as well as yours. I'll be doing the same. It looks like 
she needs all the help she can get at the moment." 



"Ok," I say, "I will. I'll do that." 


"Thank you Adam," says Dora. "You'll find it helps get over 
her, too. It'll help you let go and so on." 

I nod silently. 


IX 

When I finally get home, my head feels like it is on fire, and I 
have no hope of getting to sleep any time soon. I sit for a 
while in meditation, then perform a banishing both on mine 
and on Beth's behalf, as Dora suggested. 

I am pleasantly surprised to find that she is right, it does 
seem a little easier afterwards. I still feel sad and lonely, but 
the anger has gone. 

Obviously, Beth is free to do as she pleases, it's not as if she 
was anything other than honest with me. I hardly know the 
girl for Christ's sake. 

My head is suddenly on fire again. I switch on the computer, 
intending to play a game, but find myself automatically 
firing up the dial-up connection to check my email instead. 

All spam, as usual. 

No hang on, what's this? Unofficial Society of Mysteries 
Mailing List Subscription Confirmation? I certainly never 
signed up for that. 

I hesitate for a moment. Part of me is thinking, "this is spam 
too, just delete it." Part of me wants to read the email. 

I frown. Then I decide that if someone has subscribed me to 
the unofficial Society of Mysteries mailing list, I want to 



know more about it. I hit a key, and the body of the email 
comes up. 



"Dear Friend," it begins. 

"Welcome to the Unofficial Society of Mysteries mailing list. 
We are aware that you may not have been expecting this 
email: this is an invitation only-list, and you have received 
this email because, as a member of the Society of Mysteries, 
we are inviting you to join us. 

The list is for members of the Society of Mysteries only; it is 
for private discussion of matters relating to the Society and 
the Mysteries the Society exists both to transmit and to 
investigate. The list is the 'unofficial' list, because, we may 
as well be frank, the Inner Adept! consistently refuse to set 
up an official one. Well, we couldn't wait, so here we are. 

If that bothers you, please unsubscribe. You can email 
unsubscribe@usom.org any time and you won't hear any 
more from us. 

On the other hand, you are welcome to stay, and join in our 
online conversation. We think you'll enjoy it - the list is 
moderated, and the traffic is low, though we always look 
forward to reading your responses to our weekly round-up of 
SoM gossip. 

Please read our charter before posting, it may be found at 
the Unofficial Society of Mysteries Website at www.usom.org 

PAX ET LUX 


Fr. D.S." 



Ok, I think. I'll keep this. I wonder who D.S. is. Could that be 
Dave Sharpe, by any chance? 



Chapter Eighteen 

I 

I am running through pale moonlight down a gravel road 
across some nameless, barren terrain. I can hear the howling 
of dogs and wolves, and another call too, which I do not 
recognise. I sense with a horrible certainty that there is 
something nameless and hideous in the darkness behind 
me. I keep running. 

The road I am following is narrow, with many twists and 
turns, and coming over a rise in the ground, I find I can trace 
its path from here to the horizon across the uneven, blasted 
soil. The road seems to lead directly between two towers, 
some way ahead of me. They stand tall and forbidding in the 
moonlight, some strange light burning from a single window 
at the top of each. 

Above the towers and between them, there is a crescent 
moon, increasing. I stop running for a while and stand there 
staring at the moon. For an instant the moon resolves into a 
hugely handsome face looking sideways with infinite 
patience and compassion, then I hear more howls and cries 
from behind me and the vision fades. I start running again. 

I would like to visit the towers, but I cannot, must not stray 
from this road. Nor dare I get lost, or take a wrong turning. I 
have no idea how or why I know this, but the sense that I 
absolutely must follow this road, come what may, to the end, 
is overwhelming. 

I keep running. 


II 



I wake, covered in sweat and exhausted, with just enough 
time to wash and dress without being late for work. It is 
Tuesday. I remember that I am a programmer now, and I am 
glad. My body aches, and I wish I could do some yoga, but I 
have no time. 

I leave the house. People seem to eye me suspiciously on 
the bus, but I ignore it, and stare furiously at my newspaper. 

I keep reading the same article over and over again, my 
head spinning in disbelief. 

"Bad Pills Killed Brighton Death Pair" 

"Jason Reeves and Annie Fry, the couple found dead in a 
Brighton car last week, were poisoned by a bad batch of 
ecstasy, according to a preliminary coroner's report revealed 
by the police yesterday. "We're 99% certain that Reeves had 
been dealing in ecstasy and other drugs," said a police 
spokesman, who confirmed that good progress was being 
made with their enquiries and that they expected to make 
an arrest soon. Police were unable to confirm or deny 
whether they were making any connection between the 
death of the couple and their involvement in the satanist 
Society of Mysteries organisation, but they were able to tell 
us that they had spoken to several members of that 
organisation and that they were satisfied that they had 
pursued that line of enquiry fully." 

It hasn't really hit me properly that two people have died. 
Everything seems utterly unreal. 

Ill 

The feeling of unreality strengthens as I sit at my desk, 
sipping at coffee, staring at the database specification 
before me. My task is simple enough, and broken down into 



chunks, doesn't look like it will take too long. I don't know 
what it means, but I don't need to know what it means. I just 
need to perform my allotted task. What else can I do? 

Just as I am about to start writing some code, the computer 
beeps at me, and I realise that I have just received my first 
actual non-test email at this new logon. I also realise that I 
need to turn that beep off immediately, which takes a little 
time, though I eventually figure it out. 

The email is from Peter Chapman, who is writing to tell me 
that he will be mainly out of the office for the next few days, 
and that I should carry on with my task and prepare a report 
for him for Friday. 

"Also," he writes, "I understand from our mutual friend Dora 
that your interview with Brighton CID ended with a 
satifactory conclusion for all parties, and I hope you 
remembered the advice I gave you yesterday." 

I stare blankly into space. He gave me some advice 
yesterday? I don't think I recall that. Unless he meant not 
breaking the non-disclosure agreement, in which case, that's 
fine, I didn't. 


IV 

I spend the rest of the morning coding, and take a late 
lunch, feeling flushed with the satisfaction of having written 
a little code that works. 

The caff is much emptier than normal, and much quieter. My 
egg, bacon, sausage and chips seem heartier and more 
wholesome, somehow. Even the tea is stronger. I resolve to 
take late lunches more often. 



I stare at the crossword for a while, but realise that I have 
not brought a pen with me. Leafing through the paper 
instead, looking for something to read, I find a short article 
about moon bases. Apparently, one scientist is arguing that 
a permanent manned base on the moon should be set up as 
soon as possible, while another seems to be pretty certain 
that this will not happen in the next twenty years, and that 
key technology required for such a base doesn't actually 
exist yet. 

"That's what I'd like to do," I think. "I'd like to go and live on 
the moon." 

Then I think of Beth, and all at once my sense of satisfaction 
deflates to nothing. As far as she is concerned, I might as 
well be on the moon. 

Returning to my desk, I try and stop thinking about Beth. I 
fail. 

The afternoon passes slowly and painfully. 

V 

Just as I am about to start thinking about beginning to get 
ready to check the clock again to see if it is yet time to 
leave, a woman who I have not seen before approaches my 
desk. 

"Hello," she says. "You must be Adam. I'm Julie, Colin's PA. 
Good grief, where has Peter put you? There's no-one else 
here. Anyway." 

She hands me an envelope. 

"This came for you in internal post." 



"Thankyou," I say. "Er, who is Colin?" 


"Colin is Peter's boss. Colin Godfrey. You probably haven't 
met him. Or anyone else, if I know Peter." 

I nod. 

"That's about right," I say. 

She shakes her head in disbelief. 

"He's just terrible, that man. Really. Anyway," she says. 
"You've been shown the coffee and the stationery cupboard, 
haven't you. If you need anything else, let me know. Julie. 
Extension 2345." 

"Thanks," I say, wondering what I might possibly need. 

After all, I have a computer and coffee. I have been 
ceremonially shown the location of the stationery cupboard. 
I would disconnect the phone but suspect such behaviour is 
likely to be frowned upon. 

"Anyway," says Julie, with emphasis, then stops. 

"Well," she says. "See you," and goes, leaving me struck 
with the sense that I have missed something, but I have no 
idea what, and I put the thought out of my mind. 

There seems to be an envelope in my hand. I open it. 

VI 

"Society of Mysteries Study Group 
Mystery Hall, 91, Flowertree Lane, London N1 



Entrance free to all members of Bull grade or higher. 
Suggested donation £5. 

This week: 

6:45pm -- Opening of the Liberorium Sancti 7pm -- Fr. H. - 
The Mystery of the Lion 8pm -- Son S. - Staring into the 
Abyss - Some Things To Avoid 9pm -- Fr. T. - The Planets - 
Saturn 10pm -- Closing of the Liberorium Sancti 

Please arrive no later than 6.45 for the opening ritual. 
Latecomers will not be admitted to the study sessions. 
Thankyou for your understanding in this matter. 

In Spiritus" 

I am assuming this is from Peter Chapman, unless there is a 
whole network of Society of Mysteries members abusing the 
company's internal post system. I check the envelope again, 
and while it is definitely addressed to me, there is no clue as 
to the identity of the sender. 

Oh of course it's from Peter Chapman, I think, exasperated 
with myself. I also realise, with a slightly sinking feeling, that 
of course I am going to go to this meeting, even though I 
haven't really decided yet what I think about the Society of 
Mysteries. I have nothing else to do. 

Simon is right. I should get out more. 

It also occurs to me that if I leave promptly, I will arrive too 
early again, and have every reason to spend the intervening 
time in the pub. This thought cheers me and sustains me 
through the last fifteen minutes of the day, which I spend 
reviewing the code I have just written by staring at it fixedly, 
and occasionally running it again. Yes, the bit I have written 
still works. Tomorrow I will add the other bits. 



VII 


I am in the pub, working on my second pint, having finished 
the first one at precisely 6.47, and realising that as a 
latecomer, I would no longer be admitted to the study 
session, whether or not I was able to tell them the Name of 
the Bull. 

I am feeling lonely and maudlin, and the alcohol isn't really 
helping matters. I light a cigarette and blow the smoke 
straight out without inhaling. It tastes foul. I inhale properly, 
and it still tastes foul, but less foul. 

I will have to hear Prater Hermanubis' discourse on the 
Mystery of the Lion at some other time, I think, but it is no 
good, I am not finding myself amusing. In fact I am not 
happy with myself at all. I finish the pint, feeling a strong 
urge to go and get a third, but knowing it will only make me 
miserable. 

No. I will go home, I will eat something, and I will have a 
quiet night. I will read. Or something. 

VIII 

Dora's book contains an article on the Mystery of the Lion. 

"The Lion," she writes, "symbolises all that is proud and 
noble, all that is strong and generous, and at the same time, 
all that is arrogant and lazy. While it is not assumed that a 
member of the Order of the Bull Grade will have any 
knowledge at all of the matters contained in the Mysteries of 
the Society, the grade of Lion is not given to an aspirant 
until certain tests have been passed. 



"These tests are based on the material in Chapter One of the 
Book of Mysteries, and the Rite of the Mystery of the Lion 
has been constructed in order to ensure that it will be 
essentially meaningless in both its symbolism and its 
structure to anyone who has not read and understood the 
Book of Mysteries material. 

It takes a brave soul to begin to pull aside the veil and begin 
their journey on the path of Mysterious Knowledge, which is 
why it is particularly fitting that the Lion be the first grade of 
the Order for which the actual work of pulling the veil aside 
must be begun. 

If you are reading this and you have not read the first 
chapter of the Book of Mysteries, please do so now." 

IX 

I put the book down. I am feeling miserable and empty. I am 
in no mood to pull aside the veil and begin my journey on 
the path of Mysterious Knowledge. I am wondering if the off- 
licence will still be open. 

I look at the clock. Yes, it will still probably be open. 

That doesn't mean I have to go to the off-licence, it just 
means that it will still probably be open. 

I pick the book up again, and search the contents page for 
the Book of Mysteries. It doesn't seem to be there. I check 
the index, and there are many references, all of which seem 
to talk about the Book of Mysteries as a seperate book. 

I thought Dora had told me that her book contained 
everything you needed to know for the Outer Order. I am not 
impressed. 



I look at the contents page a second time. What is 'Summary 
of the BoM'? I look it up. 

Aha. Summary of the Book of Mysteries. 

Chapter One consists of two pages of notes, symbols and 
tables. It begins with the Hebrew alphabet, the signs of the 
zodiac, the planets, and the Ten Sephirot of the Kabbalistic 
Tree of Life, but then it loses me completely in a miasma of 
correlations and attributions. 

One more thing to check. Yes, here, at the back of the book. 
A list of further books available directly from the Society of 
Mysteries, the first of which is the Book of Mysteries, only 
available by mail order, hardback, twenty pounds. 

I think I understand the Order a little better now. 

X 

Before I go to bed I check my email. Fourteen spam emails 
plus something called 'USOM List Special Update'. Must be 
that mailing list. 

"Rumour has it that a certain daughter of a certain 
Archpriestess of Venus Myrionymous was taken by police for 
questioning regarding the recent tragic deaths of two of our 
Brighton members. 

Rumour also has it that she was released without charge. Of 
course, it is not rumour, but established fact, that there is no 
law in this country against performing certain actions in a 
certain order with certain preparation, with certain more or 
less guaranteed results, so there is little that our certain 
daughter could have been charged with anyway. 



Of course, we are also aware of the existence of a certain law 
of karma, which we do not believe anyone can escape, no 
matter whose daughter they are. 

LUX ET PAX 

Fr. D.S." 

I read it with a growing sense of shock. I am horrified. What 
on earth is D.S. trying to suggest? Does he really thing that 
Beth killed Jason and Annie? I thought I read in the paper 
today that it was definitely bad pills. 

What nonsense. 



Chapter Nineteen 

I 

I wake up feeling strange. I cannot put my finger on the 
strangeness. I feel entirely dislocated from my life and my 
self. My own habits seem completely alien to me. It is six- 
thirty in the morning, and I am distantly aware that I ought 
to be tired, that I would normally be begging myself for 
permission to sleep at least another hour. But I am not. I 
don't feel tired. Nor do I feel awake. I feel absolutely nothing 
at all. 

I go to the kitchen and make coffee automatically, observing 
myself with minute detail as I boil the kettle, wash the old 
coffee grinds out of the cafetiere, woosh boiling water 
around the empty jug to warm it up, carefully spoon six 
heaped teaspoons of ground coffee into the jug, cover with 
boiling water, woosh it round again, top up with boiling 
water and finally replace the plunger lid. What am I doing 
this for? 

I really have no idea. 

On impulse, I decide to consult the I Ching, and taking a pen 
and paper and a coin, I toss the coin eighteen times in a row, 
holding onto the question 'Just what is going on' firmly in my 
mind. 

Heads, tails, heads, tails, tails, heads, tails, heads, heads, 
heads, heads, tails, heads, tails, tails, tails, heads, tails. 

I frown, and scribble on the paper a while. That's yang yin 
yang yang yin yin, no lines moving. No idea. It has been 



many years since I last did this. I kneel before my bookcase 
and locate the I Ching book to look it up. 

"Hexagram 55. Feng. Abundance. Fullness. 

Above - Chen, the arousing, thunder. 

Below - Li - the clinging, flame. 

The Judgement. 

Abundance has success. The king attains abundance. Be not 
sad. Be like the sun at midday." 

Be not sad, be like the sun at midday. I like that. 

I feel a surge of energy from the centre of my chest spread 
outwards through my body and beyond. I skip across to the 
kitchen and pour my coffee. 

It is the morning. I am wide awake. I am quite looking 
forward to today, though I have absolutely no justification 
for this. Never mind. I will enjoy it while it lasts. It is quite 
the strangest thing that has happened to me in a long time. 

II 

I get into work almost singing, and sit at my desk full of an 
urge to get my teeth stuck into whatever the next bit of the 
database munging code was. I sip at coffee and read over 
the detailed specification for the next chunk of my task. 

"A delete_record() function that actually deletes records. 

The normal delete_record() function does not actually delete 
the records. Instead it sets a 'deleted' flag on the record 
leaving the data and the record intact in the database for all 



time. Such behaviour is not good enough for the purposes of 
the current project, where in order to ensure overall data 
integrity and to minimise the unnecessary impact of running 
our code at all (remember, ideally we are aiming for zero 
impact), we must not leave behind records in the database 
that could lead to false positives in later searches." 

I hadn't seen that bit before. I mean. I'd skimmed over it, but 
it hadn't really hit me what I am being asked to do, here. I'm 
being asked to write code to delete records in a database 
that has been designed specifically to make it impossible to 
delete records. 

I have never been accused of being the most worldly of 
people, but even I smell a rat with this. I also have no idea 
what to do. 

No wonder I was asked to sign a non-disclosure agreement. 

Ill 

I am still staring into space an hour later, when Julie 
appears. 

"Hello," she says. "Can I ask, do you smoke?" 

"I do," I tell her. 

"You haven't got a spare one, have you?" She puts her head 
on one side and looks at me with an odd smile that sends 
me automatically fumbling in my pocket for my cigarette 
packet. 

"Thanks," says Julie. "Tell you what. Why don't you take a 
break and I'll show you where smoking area is." 



This strikes me as a good idea. Why not indeed. 


IV 

"They never showed me the smoking area when I was a 
temp," I say. 

The smoking area is a battered cast-iron fire-escape around 
the back of the building. It is outdoors, but at least sheltered 
somewhat from the wind and rain. There is a large wet 
bucket full of sand and cigarette butts. 

"Yeah," says Julie, puffing determinedly through her 
cigarette at an alarming rate. "No, I mean. It's just for 
permanent staff. Otherwise the staircase would probably 
collapse." 

I giggle. 

"Anyway," says Julie, "tell me, how's it going? Has Peter 
Chapman given you plenty of stuff to do? I know he's out of 
the office at the moment." 

"Oh yeah," I say. "I've got plenty to do." 

I frown. 

"Colin told me he'd heard that Peter hadn't introduced you 
to anyone else on the technical team. Is that right?" 

"Yes," I say, "that's right. They're not even in this building, 
apparently." 

"No," says Julie, thoughtfully, stubbing her cigarette out in 
the bucket. 


"You smoked that fast," I say. 



"Yes," she says. "Anyway. Colin told me to tell you that if you 
want to ask him anything, anything at all, just give me a 
call, and I'll set up a time for you to go and meet with him." 

"Oh," I say. "Thanks." 

"Brr," she says. "It's cold." 

I put my cigarette out. 

"Yeah," I say. "Let's go in." 


V 

Back at my desk, I stare into space thoughtfully for about 
ten minutes, before opening a new file and writing a new 
function called really_delete_record(). I check that it works, 
go for lunch, come back, write a test module for it, then call 
Julie. 

"Hi," I tell her. "Actually, I do have a query for, er, Colin. 
Would...?" 

"How about three thirty this afternoon?" she says, 
immediately. 

"Ok." 

"Fine. I know you don't know where we are, so I'M come and 
get you at about three twenty-five." 

She hangs up. My heart is suddenly pounding. 

I'm not blowing a whistle or anything. I'm just raising a 
query. Peter Chapman didn't tell me not to raise queries 
while he wasn't there. Ah, bollocks. I know very well that I 
am not supposed to be doing this. 



On the other hand I also know that I don't really understand 
what the company I am working for actually does, let alone 
what the whole point of this database is. So I can't be 
accused of any kind of intent whatsoever other than an 
attempt to find out what is going on. 

Also, I'm sorry, but if I'm being asked to write a 
really_delete_record() function for a database that has been 
deliberately designed without one, I want to make sure that 
such a thing really is what everybody wants. 

For all I know it might be. 


VI 

Clive Godfrey's office is substantially larger and better 
furnished than Peter Chapman's. Clive Godfrey himself is 
also substantially larger and better furnished than Peter 
Chapman. Not that Peter Chapman is a small guy, by any 
means. But Clive Godfrey is huge. He is very tall but also 
very fat, and grey-haired, wearing an exquisitely tailored 
suit. It too is vast. 

"Ah Adam," he says, as I approach the area of the office 
where the large carpet in front of his desk is. "Do sit down." 

He waves his hand airily in the general direction of some 
wooden chairs on the other side of the carpet, and I pick one 
up and maneuver it gingerly towards the desk. The chair 
seems oddly low, and I realise with a start that no, the chair 
is normal size, it is the desk which is a good foot or so higher 
than normal. 


Clive Godfrey smiles at me, hugely. 



"Thankyou for coming to see me," he says. "I understand 
Julie tells me you have a query for me." 


"Yes," I say. "Peter Chapman has asked me to write some 
code that deletes records in the database and..." 

"Do you have the specification?" asks Clive Godfrey. 

"I do, yes." 

"Electronically or on paper?" 

"On paper." 

"Well here's what we'll do. You go back to your desk and 
carry on working. I'll send Julie over later today to make a 
copy of the specification, and we'll say no more about it." 

"Say no more about what?" 

He laughs. 

"Very good Adam, very good. There wasn't anything else you 
wanted to ask me, was there? No? Well, thank you Adam. No 
need to mention this conversation to Peter Chapman, by the 
way. He's out today, isn't he." 

"Yes," I say. 

"Good," says Clive Godfrey. 


VII 

Why are these people making it so obvious that they are all 
hiding things from each other? It doesn't make any sense to 
me, and I don't like it. 



I return to my desk armed with coffee and a frown, 
wondering why Clive Godfrey didn't already have a copy of 
Peter Chapman's specification, and why I should care. 

I don't know. Maybe I don't care. I don't know that either. 

I stare blankly at my screen for a while, then decide that 
now would be an extremely good time to read some of the 
rest of the sheaf of documentation Peter Chapman had given 
me. 

Julie arrives, and I hand her the specification document 
without a word. She takes it and disappears for a while. I can 
hear the sound of a photocopier whirring. 

"Thanks for that," she says, when she comes back. She leans 
towards me conspiratorially. "I must tell you, Colin was going 
to make me come and copy it anyway." 

She laughs, and I gape in astonishment. 

"Well," she says, turning. "See you later." 

VIII 

On the way home, I am sidetracked by the pub, and halfway 
through my pint, I am again sidetracked by the thought of 
getting stoned. 

What day is it, anyway, Wednesday? 

I call Simon, but there is no answer. 


The only other person I can think of to call is Beth, and I am 
not about to call Beth. 



I finish the rest of my pint in one gulp and get another one. 
What was I doing? Oh, yes, about to go home. I light a 
cigarette and shrug to myself, sipping at the pint. Whatever. 

My phone rings. It is Simon. He can't sort me out tonight 
because he's already at this party, but he can sort me out 
tomorrow night and I should call him during the day. Do I 
want to go to the party? 

"I should do, shouldn't I?" I say to Simon. 

"Yeah," says Simon. I can hear some kind of techno sound 
system in the background. Bang bang bang bang. Eww. Not 
my cup of tea, not unless I am sitting in front of a screen, 
heavily armed, mutilating goblins. Even then not, to be 
honest. 

"Man," I say. "It's a schoolnight." 

"Alright, whatever, Adam, look I'll speak to you tomorrow 
ok?" 

He hangs up. 


IX 

I get home, drunk and stinking of kebab, and find myself 
checking my email before even taking my coat off. I delete 
my way through the spam, wishing I wasn't too drunk to go 
and install a new spam filter program. 

Is there anything actually for me? 

There's a couple of emails from the USoM list and... 

My heart almost stops. 



Email from Beth. 


I really wasn't expecting that. 

"Just a short one..." is the title. 

"Hi Adam," she writes. 

"Just a short one to say hi and how are you. Still thinking of 
you from time to time. 

I'm very busy at the moment with work and music taking up 
pretty much up the rest of my time, but it's all going great 
so hey. Can't complain. 

I hope all is well with you. We'll be gigging soon, so I'll let 
you know when that is, and I hope you can come and see us. 

Oh, and Bea says hi. 

Love, 

B" 

My eyes mist over and my chest hurts. 

I find myself automatically creating a folder called 'Beth' 
and copying the email in there, deleting it from the inbox. I 
am not going to delete it, but I don't want to ever look at 
this email again. 

In fact. I've had quite enough email for one night. The 
mailing list can wait. I shut the computer off and get a large 
glass of water. I stand for a moment looking at my bed 
thinking, who am I trying to kid, I haven't got a hope in hell 
of sleeping now, and I switch the computer on and play 
Doom for a long time. 



X 


I am a child again, riding bareback on a white pony in some 
kind of compound, with a large red flag in my hand. It is a 
gloriously sunny day, and I can see fields of sunflowers 
beyond the walls of the compound. 

1 ride across the compound and lead the pony in through a 
doorway and down a corridor. It is dark suddenly, and the 
flag has become a rifle. The pony has gone. 1 can hear the 
sound of water dripping and strange alien rustlings in the 
distance, like monsters shifting from foot to foot, waiting in 
the darkness. I feel a lump in my throat and creep forward 
around a bend in the corridor. 

At once I am in a restaurant, with Beth and Dora and Clive 
Godfrey and Peter Chapman. Peter Chapman excuses 
himself for a moment and disappears. I feel an urgent need 
to warn Beth about Clive Godfrey but when I open my mouth 
to speak no words come out. Beth is laughing at me. 

"What did you bring that rifle for, Adam?" she asks. 



Chapter Twenty 

I 

It is Thursday morning. I feel dreadful. I am a little late in to 
work, and I can see through his door that Peter Chapman is 
here today. I sip at coffee apprehensively, and try to 
remember where I'd got up to yesterday. 

Oh yes, really_delete_record(). 

I decide I have done enough work on this for the moment, 
and move on to the next part of the task. This seems to be to 
do with optimising transactions. My brain glazes over and I 
stare at the page for a while without understanding any of 
the letters on it, let alone the words, or what the words 
might mean taken together. 

All at once it comes back into focus, and I understand what 
has to be done. Every time certain fields of a record are 
updated, a record of that update is made elsewhere in the 
database. This slows down everything by a factor of large. 

So, I am being asked to write code which will update those 
fields without the other record of that update being made. 
For speed. 

Speed my scrawny arse. No wonder he doesn't want me to 
talk to anyone else in the technical team. He isn't asking me 
to put a back door in the database. He's asking me to blow 
down all four walls of it, and create for him a personal 
remote control device which lets him alter the actual data at 
will, undetected. 


II 



There is a gaping flaw in his plan. As the one being asked to 
execute it for him, I have detected the whole thing. 

Oh well. 

Hang on. If the database really does contain some kind of 
important, sensitive data, surely there will be checks and 
balances in place on what kind of software gets access to it. 
They wouldn't just let any old code run willy nilly over the 
data without at least checking it first. Wouldn't they? If not, 
maybe the data isn't so important and sensitive after all, 
and Peter Chapman is just playing some larger game of 
politics that I do not and cannot understand, not knowing 
anything at all about the context. 

So I have detected nothing. 

As I am staring into space, wondering about this, Peter 
Chapman emerges from his office. 

"Ah Adam," he says. "Working hard I see." 

"Yes," I tell him. "Making headway." 

"Good good," he says. "Carry on." 

He disappears in the direction of the coffee machine, and I 
breathe a sigh of relief. He didn't mention that I was late in 
this morning, and he also didn't mention that yesterday I 
went and gave a copy of what looks to me like a highly 
incriminating specification document to his boss. 

There are a couple of things I'd like to ask him about, as it 
happens, but I can't get straight in my mind how to word 
them. 



"Peter, about this code to help you embezzle funds, I'm 
worried you won't be allowed to run it over the database 
with sufficient permissions to guarantee a reasonable return. 
By the way, what does this company actually do? Are we a 
bank?" 

No, that's not quite right. 


Ill 

I continue staring into space for most of the morning. I am 
not overly inspired to continue writing code. I fire up a web 
browser and sit there looking at it for a moment, trying to 
think of a single site I would like to visit. 

Hang on. How about the unofficial Society of Mysteries site. 
A quick search and voila. No mention of the mailing list, nor 
archive, but then the list is for members of the Order only. 
Some interesting looking articles though. I choose one at 
random. 

"That Within Us Which Does Sound A Trumpet" 

"'What is that within us which does sound a trumpet and all 
that is lower in our nature rises in response -- almost in a 
moment, almost in the twinkling of an eye?' wrote Arthur 
Edward Waite, in connection with the Judgement card, the 
twentieth Trump in the Tarot deck. What indeed? This article 
will present an overview of the answer to this question that 
is presented both implicitly and more overtly in the various 
rites and ceremonies of the Society of Mysteries. 

"It is clear..." 


I never do find out what is clear, because I am at this 
moment tapped on the shoulder, and whirl round in shock to 



find Peter Chapman standing there wagging an admonishing 
finger at me. 


"Come come, Adam," he says. "We're not logging your 
keystrokes any more, but we do log your web browsing. It's 
highly unfortunate for you that you chose to visit that 
particular site, since it raises a particular red flag for me, 
that one, and I don't approve of it." 

I close down the browser and mutter apologies, red-faced. 

"You do have the internet at home, don't you Adam," says 
Peter Chapman. "Please do your personal browsing there. 
Thanks." 

He stalks off, arrogantly, and I feel a surge of boiling, 
impotent rage. I sit there breathing deeply until it passes. 
There is nothing I can do. 


IV 

I spend lunchtime sitting in the caff growling imprecations 
at the paper, annoyed with it, annoyed with myself for not 
having brought a pen, annoyed with the food for being no 
good, and annoyed with myself for having had the same 
egg, bacon, sausage and chips twenty-four times in a row 
before realising this. 

At least the tea isn't too bad. 


v 

Shortly after lunch, three uniformed police officers arrive 
and arrest Peter Chapman. The operation takes place 
extremely quietly and smoothly. They arrive at the door of 



his office, walk straight in, closing it behind them, talk to 
him quietly for a little while, then the door opens again, and 
they leave, with him in handcuffs. 

I stare open-mouthed into space for a while. I am uncertain 
as to the correct office etiquette for when your boss has just 
been arrested. I have no idea what I should do. 

Until now, it has not bothered me one whit that I have been 
working pretty much on my own, but at this point, I feel a 
definite need to consult someone more experienced than 
myself in such matters. 

I pick up the phone. 

"Julie," I say, as she answers. "I have a query." 

She laughs for a long time. 

"Ah Adam," she says, eventually. "Yes. I thought I might hear 
from you." 

"Funny that," say I. 

"Yes," she says. "I must admit I don't really know what's 
happening either, but you are right, Peter has just been 
arrested. We thought it was going to be this morning, but it 
wasn't. Anyway. Colin's told me to tell you not to panic, and 
not to go anywhere for the moment. I'll call you back in a 
little while when I've found out what's supposed to be 
happening to you. Ok?" 

"Thanks," I say. 


VI 



A little while later Julie rings back and tells me that she's 
spoken to Colin, and that he's said there isn't really any 
reason for me to be there any more, and that they can let me 
go. 

"Let me go as in let me go?" I say. 

"Go as in go home," she says. "Or to the pub. Or wherever 
you like. Lucky you." 

"What about tomorrow?" I ask, and there is silence on the 
other end for a while. 

"Colin didn't say anything to me about that," she says 
eventually. "You came to us through an agency, didn't you? I 
think you should ring them and see what they say. 
Permatemp, wasn't it?" 

"Yes," I say, feeling sick. "Permatemp." 

"So call them," she says. "Anyway. Nice to meet you briefly." 

"Likewise. Does this mean you're not organising me a 
leaving do?" I ask. 

She laughs. "No," she says, "I was going to invite you to 
Peter Chapman's, but that's been cancelled." 

I laugh, not entirely hollowly, and wish her goodbye. 

VII 

Rochelle, from Permatemp, when I finally get her on the 
telephone, is suitably irate on my behalf. 


"Oh Adam," she says. "I'm so sorry those people have 
messed you around so badly. I'm very upset with them. I'm 



afraid there's nothing we can do about it. Very unusual 
circumstances." 

"Ye.." I say, but cannot get a word in edgeways. 

"I suppose it's obviously not their fault that Peter Chapman 
was arrested, but unfortunately, since he was the only who 
signed the contract on their side, they've been telling us 
that there's no reason to honour it. I think we could possibly 
pursue it, but. I'll be very honest with you Adam, I've been 
told not to, because we do get quite a lot of business from 
them overall. Which rather leaves you in the lurch. I'm 
afraid." 

"I..." say I, but get no further. 

"They did agree to pay you up until the end of the week, 
though, which I think is the least they can do. And I promise 
I'll put you at the top of my priority list for the next suitable 
thing that comes up, so hopefully I'll have some good news 
for you very soon. And that's all I can do. I'm afraid. I'm 
sorry, Adam." 

"I..." I say, expecting to be interrupted, and faltering in 
surprise after not so being. "Er, so, that's it here, then, they 
don't want me to come back tomorrow." 

"No, Adam," says Rochelle. "No, they don't." 

"Oh," I say, the realisation slowly sinking in. "That's it then." 

"Yes," says Rochelle. "And you've got the afternoon off. 
Lucky you, wish I did. Anyway, I'll call you tomorrow, as I 
say, hopefully with some good news. Take care now, Adam." 


Bye," I say, feeling dizzy. 



VIII 


I am in Simon's local, enjoying the increasingly incredulous 
expression on his face as I tell him the story. 

"So wait," he says. "Let me get this straight. This guy hired 
you to do some kind of dirty work on a database for him, you 
told his boss about it, then next day he got arrested and 
they sacked you because they didn't need anyone to do this 
guy's dirty work for him any more." 

"Yeah, that's about right," I say. "Your round, I think." 

He goes to the bar, and I light a cigarette, puffing on it 
nervously. I have rejoined the ranks of the resting temporary 
office workers quite unexpectedly, and the idea is making it 
hard for me to relax. Not that I have ever been accused of 
being the world's most laid back person, it occurs to me. 

And on the other hand, it is four thirty in the afternoon, and 
here I am in the pub, chilling out with a mate. No-one can 
say I am not trying to relax. 

Simon returns with the beers. 

"Cheers," I say, raising my glass. "To the Eternal Now, may 
we figure out the right thing to do with it. Particularly me." 

"Cheers," says Simon. "Me too." 

We drink. 

"Listen," says Simon. "There's this jazz jam in South London 
tonight, supposed to be amazing. A place called the 
Paradise. I'm going down there later on. Want to come?" 


"Yeah," I say. "Why not." 



Simon smiles. 


"I thought you'd say no," he said. 

IX 

We are delayed on our way to South London by the 
necessity to go and first buy, then smoke some weed, which 
turns out to be even better than Simon's last lot, which 
slows us down still more, though not unpleasantly. 

Our delay is further compounded by hunger, a problem 
Simon solves by boiling pasta and throwing various 
ingredients into one of the pots in the squat kitchen until 
the resulting mixture bears a close enough resemblance to 
pasta sauce to be pronounced edible. When the food is 
ready, Simon turns out, much to my surprise, to have half a 
bottle of wine left, with which we wash down the meal. 

"How do you do that," I ask Simon. 

"Do what?" he says. 

"Manage to hang on to half a bottle of wine like that." 

"Easy," says Simon. "When I open a bottle of wine, I don't 
necessarily drink all of it at once. You should try it some 
time." 

"I thought there was a law," I say, stoutly, "about not leaving 
bottles of wine undrunk." 

"No," says Simon, gently. "No there isn't. What do you think 
corks are for?" 

I have to admit to him that I hadn't thought of that. 



X 


When we finally get to the Paradise it is gone ten and Simon 
is worried that we will have missed most of the music, but 
guy on the door assures us that we haven't missed very 
much, it is just starting now. 

Inside, the place is crowded, and Simon heads straight for 
the bar. A quartet of bass, guitar, drums and saxophone are 
playing some relatively demure bebop tune, but there is an 
expectant buzz in the air. A gaggle of musicians with 
trumpets and saxophones are hovering on one side of the 
stage and a few people are already dancing. I join Simon at 
the bar, and he hands me a drink. 

"Cheers," he says. 

"Cheers." 

The tune finishes, and a ripple of applause runs around the 
room. I turn back to the stage and the saxophone player has 
been replaced by a trumpet player. The bass and drums 
start playing an insistent, raw beat, and the trumpet player 
is making hand signals at someone, indicating they should 
join him on stage. 

I turn to Simon and begin to say something, but he waves 
me silent and points back at the stage. Two stunningly 
attractive women have joined the trumpet player, one tall, 
with shaved hair and large purple sunglasses, one shorter, 
with long blonde hair and... 

My heart nearly stops. 


Bea and Beth. 



The next instant, they both start singing. 
I am completely blown away. 



Chapter Twenty-One 

I 

I wake up with a hangover of apocalyptic proportions. I 
cannot move my head without causing pain sufficient to blur 
my vision and make it hard for me to continue to move my 
head. I lie there for a while groaning, not moving my head. I 
keep forgetting not to move my head and wincing in pain. 
Ow. Must not move my head. 

I have no recollection whatsoever of last night. Oh yes I do. 
An image of Beth and Bea on stage singing about 
Judgement Day flashes before me and I wince again. 

I preferred it when I couldn't remember, I think, and sit up. 

Ow. Mistake. Big mistake. My head stays still but the room is 
spinning in a crazy head-over-heels motion. 

Where the hell am I? 

Oh. I am at home. This is where I live. I don't know how I got 
home, but I am at home. It dimly occurs to me that being in 
such a state that I don't immediately recognise my own 
home is probably not a great idea. I dismiss the thought. Ow. 

There is half a glass of water by the bed which has been 
there for I don't know how long. I sip it slowly, and feel the 
bits of the inside of my mouth which have become stuck 
together slowly peeling apart. 

I lie back down again. 

Ow. Another mistake. Now the room is spinning on the 
opposite direction. I really must stop moving my head like 



this. My eyes close, but the spinning sensation still 
continues. Maybe it is my head that is spinning after all. 


II 

I am lying in a shallow grave. I can see a circle of bull¬ 
headed figures standing around the mouth of the grave, 
looking down at me. They are staring at me with big 
unfriendly eyes, and I stare back in terror. I cannot move. 

Now there is some kind of commotion, and I hear the sounds 
of people moving about in confusion and panic. The bull¬ 
headed figures disperse, looking about them in all 
directions. Shots ring out and there are screams and curses. 
Something explodes behind me and above my head, and a 
fistful of earth and clods lands on me in the grave. I close my 
eyes quickly. I still cannot move. 

While my eyes are closed, something swoops down and 
grabs me. I am lifted out of the grave, lifted higher and 
higher, and as I open my eyes I see the ground below 
disappearing away from me at a rapid, vertiginous rate. 

I am gripped in the talons of an enormous bird of some kind. 

I catch a glimpse of a small gaggle of bull-headed figures, 
standing in a clump by the grave I have just vacated, 
shaking their fists at the sky and shouting incoherently. 

Then they are gone, and we are flying through blue skies 
over a landscape of hills green with field and forest. 

Twisting to try and see what kind of creature it is that has 
rescued me, I feel the talons loosen and the creature 
disappears with a swoosh. I am falling towards the ground. 
My throat constricts in panic. I am going to die. 



Ill 


I wake with a start and sit bolt upright in a sharp movement. 
Ow. Ow. Ow ow ow. 

Still hungover then. 

The phone rings. Each chime of the ring hits my head with 
the force of a hammerblow, and while I am not sure I will 
actually be able to talk to anyone right now, I need to stop 
that ringing. I answer the phone. 

"Hello Adam, it's Dora here. How are you?" 

"Fine thanks," I croak. 

"You don't sound too well," she says. "Is everything alright?" 

"No, I just woke up," I say, or at least, try to say. 

"Just woke up?" she says. "It's ten o'clock. Aren't you at 
work?" 

"No," I croak. 

There is a silence. Dora is expecting me to explain why I am 
not at work. I try and formulate a suitable sentence but my 
mind is not functioning. 

"Oh of course," says Dora. "You were working for Peter, 
weren't you. Have they given you the day off or something?" 

"No," I say. "They let me go." 

"Oh," says Dora, sympathetically. "How unfortunate for you." 



"Yes," I say. 


"Well," says Dora, brightly. "I was going to invite you to come 
for tea after you finish work today, but now you can come at 
four with everyone else." 

I am silent for a while, digesting this. 

"It's not an entirely social event," says Dora. "There are 
certain matters pertaining to the Order and to recent events 
which I would very much like to discuss. I do hope you are 
free this afternoon." 

I have no particular plans, it is true. 

"Ok," I say. 

"Good," says Dora. "I shall look forward to seeing you later 
on then, at four." 


IV 

By the time I arrive at Dora's I am feeling a little better, and 
she opens the door resplendent in a long green sarong, 
beaming at me. 

"Adam," she says, with a smile. "How lovely to see you. Do 
come in. Everyone else is already here." 

She waves me through to her lounge. A roomful of people 
turn to stare at me as I walk through the door, one of whom 
is Beth, and I am suddenly dizzy again. There seems to be 
nowhere to sit, but Dora appears with an extra chair and 
hands it to me. 


Hi," says Beth. 



"Hi," say I. 

Dora perches on the arm of a sofa and pours tea from a large 
ornate teapot into a china cup. 

"I don't need to ask you whether you want tea," she says, 
passing it to me, her eyes twinkling. 

V 

"Now," continues Dora. "I don't think you've met everyone, 
Adam. Beth you know, this is Else, Michael, Gabriel and 
Dave. Everyone, this is Adam. Adam joined the Order only 
recently." 

They all turn to look at me, and I shrink in my chair, 
attempting to smile and unsure of the results. 'Dave' 
appears to be Dave Sharpe, and is having as much difficulty 
smiling as I am, if not more. The others. Else, Michael and 
Gabriel, seem friendly enough though, and Gabriel, sitting 
on my left, passes me a spliff. 

"Here, smoke that," he says. "Nice to meet you Adam." 

"I should also mention," says Dora, "that up until yesterday, 
Adam was actually working for Peter Chapman." 

"Oh really," says Dave Sharpe, leaning forward and turning 
to me. 

"What were you doing for him?" 

"Well," I say, "Data entry at first, then he took me on to do 
some programming." 


"What kind of programming?" asks Michael. 



"Very dodgy database stuff," I say. "Only lasted a week. Less, 
even. From what he asked me to do. I'm not surprised he was 
nicked, erm, arrested. All very dodgy." 

"Oh really," says Dave Sharpe, again. "Dodgy how?" 

"I don't know," I say. "I was never really sure what the 
company actually did, or what the database was for. But it 
looked like he was trying to get code written that would get 
round a few things for him." 

"So he was involved in some kind of fraud as well, you 
mean," says Dora. 

"Fraud as well?" I say. "Isn't that what he was arrested for?" 

"Oh no," says Dora, handing me a newspaper. "Not fraud. 
Manslaughter." 


VI 

"Man Arrested In Mystery Death Case" 

"Police in Brighton confirmed yesterday that they have 
arrested a 38 year old London man in connection with their 
investigation into the deaths of Jason Reeves, 34, and Annie 
Fry 28, who were found dead in a car in Brighton two weeks 
ago. The couple died after taking pills from a bad batch of 
the drug Ecstasy. Both are thought to have been dealing in 
the drug. The man arrested, who was not named, was held 
overnight for questioning, and is expected to be charged 
later today." 


I look up. 



"It doesn't say manslaughter," I say. "Or name Peter 
Chapman." 

"No," says Michael, "but we know it was him." 

Else sees my confused expression and smiles at me, her 
eyes twinkling through rimless spectacles. 

"There's no mumbo jumbo involved, Adam," she says, 
"though I must admit I was pretty sure it was him. But they 
did name him today. I heard it on the radio. And they've 
charged him with manslaughter. Apparently he had a 
laboratory at home, which is where he made that batch of 
pills." 

"Should be murder," growls Dave Sharpe. 

VII 

"I quite agree," says Dora. "The law is an ass." 

"Well," says Else. "That is all as maybe. But..." 

"I am interested," says Michael, "in this fraud angle. Adam, 
you say that Peter was asking to you get round things for 
him. What do you mean?" 

"He wanted to able to delete records from databases that 
you're not supposed to be able to delete records from, to 
perform transactions that are supposed to have an audit 
trail, only without an audit trail, and... erm, that kind of 
thing." 

"Ah," says Michael. "That's just mumbo jumbo to me, so I'm 
still none the wiser. I'm afraid." 


I smile weakly. 



"He means Peter was trying to falsify records," says Dave 
Sharpe, impatiently. "But it sounds like he doesn't actually 
know what kind of records." 

"That's right," I say, "I don't." 

"How can you not know that?" asks Else, looking at me. 

"It's often a bit like that in programming," I say. "I didn't 
need to know what the database was for in order to do the 
work on it." 

"That's terrifying," says Dora. "Do you really mean that?" 

"I think so," I say. "I mean, this was a special case, obviously, 
where he hardly told me anything at all about what he 
wanted. But other times. I've found that I don't need to 
understand the whole thing in order to solve a small 
problem." 

"Like what?" says Dave. 

"I don't know," I reply, trying to think of a suitable example 
that wouldn't get too technical. "Take a word-processor, say. 
You don't need to understand the whole way the whole thing 
works just to make a heading go bold." 

"No," Dave. "It doesn't hurt, though." 

VIII 

"Well it's all still mumbo jumbo to me," says Michael. "I just 
hope he wasn't faisfying our accounts as well as everything 
else." 


"Well," says Dora, shooting Michael a glare, "we'll have to 
check that out, won't we." 



Michael looks embarrassed and falls silent. 


"Now," says Else, "I believe Dave has something he wishes to 
say, don't you Dave." 

"Yeah," says Dave, looking down. He coughs. "Yeah." 

"To Beth and to Adam," says Else. 

"Yeah," says Dave, to his shoes. 

There is a pause. 

"Now, Dave," says Else. 

"Mum I'm not a kid any more," says Dave. 

"No," says Else. 

"I don't think you ever were," says Beth, and laughs. No-one 
else does. "Sorry," says Beth. Dora glares at her. 

"Beth and Adam," says Dave, looking up slowly, tense and 
pale. "I want to apologise to you for accusing you of... of 
saying that you had something to do with what happened to 
Jason and Annie. They were both good friends of mine, and 
I've been really upset by the whole thing, and I haven't been 
thinking straight, obviously. So, I'm sorry." 

My toes curl in embarrassment. 

"That's alright Dave," I tell him, not sure what else to say. 

"And...?" says Else, staring hard at Dave. 

"And I'll send a message to the USoM mailing list tonight 
repeating what I just said," says Dave, through clenched 
teeth. 



"Thankyou Dave," says Else. 

"Beth?" says Dora. 

Beth blinks. 

"What am I supposed to say?" she says. "Oh, yes. Sorry. 
Dave, I accept your sincere apology." She flashes a sickly 
smile in his direction. 

"Thanks Beth," says Dave, gruffly. 

"Thanks Dave," says Else. 



Gabriel looks at the clock and nods at Dora. 

"It's time," he says. 

"Beth..." says Dora, giving her daughter a meaningful look. 
Beth sighs, and stirs on the sofa. 

"Ok ok," she grumbles. She looks at me. 

"Adam," she says, standing up. "Come with me. I want to 
show you something." 

My heart begins to leap, then falters, remembering it no 
longer has reason to leap. Beth is at the door, beckoning at 
me. I stand up, feeling awkward, and follow her through into 
the kitchen. 


"Close the door," says Beth, and I do so, wondering what it is 
she is going to show me. 



X 


"Sit down," says Beth, putting the kettle on. "More tea?" 

"Yes please," say I, doing as ordered. 

We are both silent as the kettle boils, and Beth makes two 
mugs of tea and brings them over. I sigh. 

"So," I say, "what did you want to show me?" 

"Oh nothing," says Beth. "I just needed to get you out of the 
room so the others could talk about some Inner Order 
business for a bit." 

"Oh right," I say. "Nice." 

"Well," says Beth. "It's all very boring, really. Wouldn't mean 
much to either of us." 

"Ok," I say, nodding slowly. 

We sip tea in silence for a while. 

"You were superb last night," I tell Beth. "You and Bea. 
Amazing singing. Really good." 

"Thankyou," says Beth. 

The silence deepens. I can hear the sound of chanting from 
the next room, though I cannot make out the words. 

"Talking about boring business, are they?" I say. 

"Well you know," says Beth. "They can't fart without doing 
prayers before and afterwards. That's all." 



I laugh. 

"Nothing wrong with that I suppose", I say. "Increase the 
domain of the holy and all that." 

Beth looks puzzled. 

"Holy?" she says. "What's holy about a bunch of hippies 
playing mind games with each other?" 

"Is that all it is?" I ask her. 

"It's all that's happening next door," she says. 



Chapter Twenty-Two 

I 

"So," I say to Beth. "I've missed you, you know." 

Beth sighs. 

"No you haven't, Adam," she says. "You just think you have. 
You've missed your idea of me. You've missed being with me, 
maybe, sleeping with me definitely, but you don't miss me. 
You don't even know me. You don't know me at all. We only 
met a few weeks ago, for heaven's sake." 

"I know," I say, and sigh heavily. "But I miss the bit of you 
that I do know. Did know." 

"Whatever," says Beth. 

"Thanks," say I. 

"What do you want me to say," she asks. 

"I don't know." 

We sit in heavy silence for a while. 

Dora emerges from next door, looking pale and slightly 
frazzled. 

"Beth," she says. "Something's come up. It'll be ok, but we're 
going to be a bit longer than we thought. A lot longer, 
perhaps. So you can go if you like." 


She turns to me. 



"I'm sorry, Adam. Thankyou for coming, though. Nice to see 
you. I'll no doubt see you soon at Mystery Hall." 

"Yes," I say. 

"You'll find Adam's coat is on the banisters, Beth," says Dora. 
"I must thank you for coming as well. I know you're very 
busy at the moment. But we needed to get Dave to 
apologise to you in person. It was important." 

"Yeah, right, thanks mum," says Beth. 

"Now, excuse me, I must get back," says Dora, vanishing. 

II 


Beth and I walk to the end of the road in silence. She turns 
to me and says, "Which way are you going from here?" 

"My bus stop is just there," I say, indicating. 

"Well," she says. "I'm going the other way." 

She hugs me quickly, and my entire body aches with 
longing at the sudden closeness. 

"Goodbye, Adam," she says. 

"Goodbye, Beth," I say. I can feel hot, irrational tears welling 
inside, but I force them back in. I am damned if I am going to 
cry now. 

I watch her walk away from me for a long time, until she 
disappears around a corner and out of sight. I turn just in 
time to see my bus at the stop, still some distance up the 
road, and I run in that direction but am just too late to catch 
it. 



Ok. 

I am standing at the bus stop, and I have just missed my 
bus. It is Friday, it's five past five, and I am young and 
single. Well, single, at any rate. What am I going to do with 
myself? 

I have no idea. 

Perhaps I should go out to some bar, have a drink and see 
what happens. I frown. The last time I did that, I ended up 
meeting Beth. Plus, I'm still a bit woozy from last night. A bit 
woozy? No, very woozy. 

Maybe I should just go home. 

I light a cigarette and cough, checking the bus timetable. 
Between it and my watch I ascertain that the bus I just 
missed was due to arrive in about a minute's time. The next 
one isn't for half an hour. Sod it. I'll walk. 

I start walking. 


Ill 

After I have been walking for ten minutes or so, I see my bus 
behind me on the road, but I am nowhere near close enough 
to the the next bus stop to catch it. I curse as it swishes by 
me, then catch myself and think, no, no need to curse. I'll 
just walk. What was it Bruce Chatwin said? Solvitar 
ambulando or something. Let's just walk. 


I walk for a long while. It already pretty dark by the time I 
get to King's Cross or so, and I begin to feel uncomfortable, 
but I breathe deeply and force myself to concentrate on a 



mantra. I keep walking in the direction of Soho, and the 
sense of danger passes. 

Instead, I begin to sense a different kind of tension. It is 
Friday night, and people are beginning to go out. My head is 
heavy and clouded. I am not in the mood for it to be Friday 
night, and I don't want to be in Soho. I need a coffee or 
something. 

All at once I stop. That's the bar where I met Beth, there, 
over the road. I sigh, and straighten my shoulders. Ok. What 
else can I do? 

I go into the bar and order a whisky. 

IV 

The place is more or less empty, with a minimalist pine 
design, and high, uncomfortable red plastic stools lined 
against the bar. There are two girls sitting at a low table at 
the end of the bar. Neither one is Beth. 

I light a cigarette, and sip my whisky. What the hell am I 
doing here again? Oh yes, this is where I met Beth. I was 
here, sitting on the stool I am sitting on now, in fact, and she 
was at the next stool. It was about eleven thirty at night, and 
the place was full to heaving. 

We started talking about... never mind what we started 
talking about. I don't want to think about that now. 

I sigh again, and finish the whisky. Should I have another 
one? 


No, I should go home. 



Maybe just one more. 


I raise my new whisky into the air towards the stool beside 
me. 

"Goodbye, Beth," I say, downing it. 

Ok. Now I can go. 

I leave the bar and stride determinedly down the street, 
feeling somehow warmed and newly whole. I don't ever want 
to set foot in that bar again. What I need now is a pint. Then 
I will make more plans. 


V 

The next pub is at the bottom of the road, and I am soon 
ensconsed in a corner with my pint, feeling distinctly relaxed 
and unusually at ease with myself. 

I call Simon. 

"Hello mate," he says. "What are you up to?" 

"Not much," I say. "Having a drink. Wondering what you were 
doing." 

"We're just about to go to the pub," says Simon. "Later 
there's a party. Want to come?" 

"Sure, why not." 

There is a silence for a moment, then Simon says, "Alright, 
so come and meet us in the pub. We'll be there for a while." 

By the time I get to Simon's local, I am no longer feeling so 
good. My beer tastes foul and I am sitting with Simon and 



five of his fellow squatters, who are talking about things to 
do with the squat, which I am having difficulty following. 

"You alright mate," says Simon to me. 

"Not really," I say. "I saw Beth today." 

"Who's Beth?" asks Simon. "Oh, Beth. Sorry. Shit. So how 
was that?" 

"Yeah," I say. "Not good." 

By the time the others are ready to leave for the party I am 
no longer in the mood, and I make my excuses and head for 
home, drunk and vaguely irritable. 

"See, I told you you never come to these parties," Simon had 
said. 


VI 

I lie on my bed, glowering at the ceiling, feeling disgusted 
with myself. This morning I woke up feeling like death and 
swearing I would never drink again, and now, here I am, 
pissed. 

This is not good. 

Then I think, no, I shouldn't be so hard on myself. I've just 
been dumped, and while Beth isn't exactly to blame, the 
way events have panned out haven't made it any easier. 

"Yes," says a voice in my head, "and exactly how has getting 
pissed helped you?" 


"Well," I reply, "it's helped me get over it. Helped me forget." 



"Forget?" says the voice. "How can you forget? And you're 
not over it. So I'll ask again, exactly how has getting pissed 
helped you move on." 

"I don't know," I reply. 

"No, I don't think you do." 

"Oh, he's just a pisshead," says Beth's voice. 

"No dear, he isn't," says Dora's voice. "Though he does drink 
much too much." 

"Will you all get out of my head please," I think, and the 
voices fade into silence. I become aware of my breathing, 
and breathe slowly and deeply. I am drunk, but I am not 
unpleasantly drunk. Everything will be alright. Tomorrow is 
another day, and I have nothing in particular to do. I can 
relax. 

I sleep. 


VII 

It is a gorgeously sunny day, and I am walking along a 
narrow path along the edge of a cliff. There is a little white 
dog yapping at my heels, and I am holding a white rose. The 
fragrance of the rose is exquisite, and I pause for a moment, 
staring into the clear blue sky with awe. 

I keep walking and the sky darkens. Clouds cover the sun, 
and a thick, heavy rain begins to fall. I am being buffeted by 
strong winds, and my jacket is soaked. I am terrified that I 
will be blown off the cliff, but I keep walking. The dog is 
running ahead of me now, and I must walk faster to catch it. 

I must not lose that dog. 



All at once I lose my footing and stumble toward the 
precipice, but a gust of wind blows me back onto the path 
and I fall to my knees, coughing and cursing. The path is 
stony here, and I am kneeling on stones. The dog turns and 
comes back up the path toward me and stands facing me on 
the path, yapping. 

His message is clear. I must pick myself up and carry on. 

I stand awkwardly, brushing the stones from my legs. My 
knees hurt. But the little dog keeps yapping and I follow him 
onward along the path into the darkness. 

VIII 

I awaken feeling oddly empty, yet somehow refreshed. I 
kneel in meditation for a while, eyes closed, breathing 
deeply. 

I am alive. I don't know what that means, but I still intend to 
find out. I am thankful. I am not wholly certain exactly what I 
should be thankful for, nor to whom I should be thankful, but 
I am thankful nonetheless. Some of the things which I 
believe to be blessings are in fact blessings, and I am 
thankful for those. Some of the things which I do not believe 
to be blessings are in fact blessings in disguise, though I do 
not realise it, and I am thankful for those too. I... 

My knees hurt. I should wash and do some yoga. 

After the yoga, I find myself covered in a strange sweat, 
particularly on the palms of my hands, which rubs off into 
little rolls of gunk. Better out than in, I think, washing again. 

By the time I am dressed I feel thoroughly detoxified. I make 
tea and switch the computer on to check my email. 



Nothing, just spam, seventeen bits of crap which I delete 
unread. 


Seems Dave Sharpe didn't get around to sending a copy of 
his apology to the mailing list, then. I shrug mentally, and 
switch the computer off. Hard to blame him really, with Else 
bullying him like that. Poor sod. Not exactly an 
advertisement for the Society of Mysteries. 

IX 


Never mind Dora, never mind Beth, never mind Peter 
Chapman, never mind Dave Sharpe. I should go back to 
where I was before. I pop down to the shops, and soon I have 
everything I need for the invocation. 

On the table before me lies a knife, a coin, a stick, and a 
goblet of wine. My robe is red, my tunic white; around my 
waist I wear a belt with a snake's head clasp. I am 
surrounded by roses and lilies. As I wave the wand in my 
right hand, and point to the ground with my left, I feel the 
flow of infinite energy passing just above my head. My face 
is as red as my robe. I touch my tongue to the roof of my 
mouth and breathe deeply, calmly. 

I recite the invocation, once, twice, ten times over. My 
breathing remains calm. I wait, eyes closed, surrounded by 
blackness. 

Wreathed in blue smoke, she appears before me, beckoning. 
My body remains still, breathing deeply, as I move forward in 
spirit. She is singing a song to me now, quiet and insistent. I 
cannot make out the words, but the melody is distinct and 
haunting. I approach her slowly and carefully, picking a 
deliberate path across the emptiness. Her song lilts and 



shifts as I move ever closer. I still cannot make out the 
words. 


All at once everything comes into focus, and she is standing 
there smiling, taking my hand, leading me forwards into the 
light. 

"What kept you?" she says. 

The light grows stronger and stronger until I am blinded and 
can sense nothing else. 

X 

I can say no more. 



